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ABSTRACT OF THESIS

SIGNIFICANT LIFE EXPERIENCES OF KENTUCKY YOUTH CLIMATE
ACTIVISTS
The purpose of this study is to better understand Kentucky youth climate
activism. The research questions explore how youth define their climate activism in
Kentucky, their Significant Life Experiences (SLE) that motivated them to commit to
climate activism, and what challenges and sustains their involvement. This qualitative
study utilizes a blended framework of social/environmental positionality and political
ecology to analyze 7 semi-structured interviews with participants between the ages 18 to
24 years old who are acting to address climate change in Kentucky. New contributions to
the existing body of SLE literature are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
Young people are agents of change and are important to world-building efforts
now and in the future, as evidenced by the growing, complex, and powerful actions of
youth climate activists. Not only do youth climate activists contribute to the health and
vibrancy of democracy, but they are also key community members for addressing climate
change. Therefore, it is important to understand youth’s motivations for participating in
and committing to climate activism and to understand the complex and changing
experiences of youth during the Anthropocene, the most recent period of Earth’s history
during which human activity has been the dominant influence on climate and the
environment (Hamilton, 2016).
This study employs a qualitative semi-structured interview method known as
Significant Life Experiences (SLE) research. Significant Life Experiences (SLE) are
important phenomenological events that an individual recalls and articulates as critical in
influencing their concerns, beliefs, and actions later in life (Hacking, et al., 2018). The
term SLE and its methodology were first introduced by Tanner (1980), with the goal of
determining the sources of commitment to pro-environmental behavior by asking
individuals to recall formative experiences that led to their involvement (Chawla, 1999).
The majority of SLE researchers have focused on adults reporting SLE from their
childhood and youth. In the past decade, some researchers have focused on youth
reporting their SLE.
A review by D’Amore and Chawla (2020) found that adults and youth “who
express connection with and concern for nature and who act to protect it, across a broad
range of actions” have: childhood experiences of play and exploration in nature;
1

influential role models who communicate nature’s value; influential books; participation
in nature-based or environmental organizations that provide opportunities to learn how to
take action on nature’s behalf; and witnessing environmental destruction (p. 821). They
also point out that while the salience of these experiences varies among the studies, the
one exception is that time in nature in childhood is a consistent SLE.
A new subject of study for SLE research is the background of individuals acting on
climate change (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). This is an important development for SLE
research, as climate change is a distinct phenomenon from other environmental and social
issues because of its ecological and political complexity (Fisher, 2015). While we cannot
assume that the participants who exhibited pro-environmental behavior in previous SLE
research are engaged in actions to address climate change, it is important to be able to
compare data among different groups of people. Fisher (2015) and Buttigieg and Pace
(2013) present the only two studies on the life experiences of youth climate activists,
focused on international youth and Maltese youth, respectively. In the few available
studies that focus specifically on individuals working to address climate change,
including youth and adults, we find that SLE are distinct in comparison to previous
studies on people who care for the environment in general. I explore these distinctions in
the literature review in Chapter 2.

1.1

Climate Activism Studies are Lacking
1.1.1 Focus on Youth
Specific age categories of “youth” vary among researchers and organizations.

Within the reviewed literature, researchers often adopt an age range similar to the United
2

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs’ (n.d.) categorization of youth,
which is 15 to 24 years old (Ajunwa, 2011; Ceaser, 2018; Fisher, 2015; Han & Ahn,
2020; O’Brien, et al. 2018). Most SLE studies do not examine how social position of
disadvantaged or marginalized groups, such as youth, effect SLE (Ceaser, 2018). Despite
SLE researchers' recommendation to focus on youth (Arnold, et al. 2009; Hacking, et al.
2018; Stevenson, et al. 2014), few studies exist that do so. Young people, particularly in
emerging adulthood, are in the process of shaping their identity, which will influence
their behavior into adulthood. By studying the SLE of youth climate activists, we can
better understand what experiences during their developmental years stand out as having
great influence, from the perspective of youth themselves, not as adults reflecting on the
past. In other words, SLE studies with young people may be able to capture the moment
that an experience becomes “significant.”
Critics of SLE research point out that relying on self-reporting memories is
fallible. For example, a person who has dedicated their career to protecting the
environment may be more likely to recall SLE associated with the environment, while
people who disregard environmental problems may very well have had similar
experiences but forget them (Chawla & Derr, 2012). Chawla and Derr (2012) assert that
longitudinal studies that track environmental experiences and behaviors over time would
address this critique. Studying youth’s SLE, while they are still youth, is another way to
address the memory recall challenge.
1.1.2 Holistic Theoretical Frameworks
Research on youth activism needs more nuanced data and analyses to reflect the
complexity of global climate change, as well as activism itself. Few studies explore SLE
3

of youth at all, let alone how youth social identity and place affect SLE. Researchers have
called for future SLE studies to account for individuals’ social and place-based contexts
in their analyses (Ceaser 2015, 2018; Williams & Chawla, 2016). Williams and Chawla
(2016) applied social practice theory, which opens up an analysis of people's experiences
within the context of particular geographies and social identities and how those shape
people’s environmental identities. Ceaser (2015, 2018) applied social/environmental
positionality as the framework, which examines how one’s social positionality (the
interaction of a person’s subjective social, historical and cultural position with dominant
structural forces) and environmental identity (identity constructed in relation to specific
environments) helps them analyze the socially constructed ways they perceive the
environment, and furthermore, environmentalism. In this study, I blend
social/environmental positionality and political ecology as the theoretical frameworks,
which I discuss in Chapter 2. SLE research that uses such frameworks has the potential to
realize a more holistic and complex analysis of how individuals’ life experiences shape
their actions.
1.1.3 Inclusive Definition of Youth Climate Activism
The majority of research that focuses on youth climate activism, including outside
of SLE studies, often restricts the definition of youth activism. This restriction manifests
as the idea that young people have a voice, but not power, and participate in civic
engagement, not changemaking (Bowman 2019, 2020; Hayward, 2008). Therefore, the
richness, diversity and complexity of young people’s actions are not well represented in
the literature. Particularly understudied is the dimension of youth climate activism that
O'Brien, et al. (2018) term “dangerous dissent,” which is activism that actualizes
4

alternatives for long-term transformation and is often aligned with post-development,
anti-consumerist and anti-capitalist philosophies (p. 6). Studies on youth climate activism
should give space for youth to define that activism, which invites a more holistic and
authentic representation of young people’s actions to address climate change.

1.2

Study Purpose
The purpose of this thesis study is to better understand youth climate activism in

Kentucky, United States of America (U.S.A.), through interview data from 7 study
participants. The open-ended interview questions explored participants’ definitions and
experiences of youth climate activism in Kentucky and sought to determine participants’
SLE that motivated them to take action to address climate change in Kentucky. The
research questions were to learn: 1) How do young people define their climate activism,
including their goals and tactics? 2) How and why do young people become involved in
climate activism? and 3) What sustains and challenges young people’s involvement in
climate activism. All study participants were actively addressing climate change in
Kentucky and between the ages of 18 and 24 years old at the time of their interviews. I
blended social/environmental positionality and political ecology as theoretical
frameworks to analyze how participants’ social and environmental identities - including
age, gender, racial/ethnic identity, and place - interacted with their SLE to address
climate change. Their stories inform a descriptive analysis of young people’s significant
life experiences (SLE) that motivate them to take action to address climate change in
Kentucky.

5

1.3

Significance of the Study
1.3.1 Community Development
As a graduate student within Community and Leadership Development, I find it

important to articulate the significance of this study to the field of community
development. Central to Bhatacharrya’s (2004) definition of community development and
critical for the field is its understanding of power and oppression at work at the micro and
macro levels, and how this impacts communities’ solidarity and agency. Community
development cannot simply focus on an individuals’ behavior (micro) when there are
greater societal issues at play that impact those behaviors (macro). Community
development must understand, and ideally address, both simultaneously. The field of
community development could benefit from a nuanced study of youth climate activism,
which takes into account the positionality of youth as having intersecting identities of
marginalization and how that impacts youth agency and solidarity, and how youth
climate activism is informed and shaped by the complex and dynamic characteristics of
climate change on local and global scales.
1.3.2 Education
This study provides descriptive or correlational connections between young
people’s SLE and action on climate change. Like other SLE studies, this research
provides insight for learning and teaching experience to inspire pro-environmental
behaviors. Many educators, scientists and policymakers assert that the core purpose of
climate change education is to empower individuals to take action to address climate
change and related issues (Busch, et al. 2019). This also has great implications for
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), which empowers learners to address
6

global challenges, including climate change, and is integral to the United Nation’s
Sustainable Development Goal 4 on quality education (UNESCO, n.d.). Understanding
how and why young people take action to address climate change is crucial to educational
institutions that hope to produce greater and future climate activists. This study is
particularly salient for professionals in Kentucky hoping to inspire greater and future
climate activists.
1.3.3 Contribution to the SLE and Youth Activism Literature
Furthermore, this study advances a more nuanced understanding of youth climate
activism missing from previous literature. The study also contributes to the few SLE
studies that specifically focus on youth, and that specifically focus on youth climate
activists. This is the first SLE study that includes youth participants in Kentucky, which
reveals a new SLE of connection to place. This study may also help generate hypotheses
for future SLE studies and youth activism studies.

1.4

Outline
The following thesis paper consists of 5 chapters. This first chapter has summarized

the research problem, need for and purpose of the study, and its significance. Chapter 2 is
a literature review of SLE and youth climate activism-related studies, and how the existing
literature informs the kinds of responses the study participants may share. This chapter also
includes a discussion on the study’s theoretical frameworks. Chapter 3 outlines the
methodology of the qualitative study. Chapter 4 shares the results, discussion, and analysis
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of the interview data collected. Chapter 5 concludes the thesis with a summary of key
findings, study contributions, recommendations, and study implications.

8

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review explores the central research question: What motivates youth
climate activists to address climate change? Within this core research question, I seek to
define youth climate activist and activism, as well as what hinders and sustains youth
involvement in climate activism. Literature related to this topic exists at multiple levels,
from international to local, which I categorize as youth climate activism “at-large.” As
appropriate, within each theme that emerges from the literature review, I analyze how the
existing literature and my own experiences may inform the motivations of youth climate
activists in Kentucky, specifically.

2.1

Theoretical Frameworks
Significant Life Experiences (SLE) represent important moments in a person's life

that motivate them towards pro-environmental action (Chawla, 1999). Both
social/environmental positionality and political ecology theorists would argue that these
experiences are intricately connected to a person’s social and environmental identities. I
therefore chose to blend social/environmental positionality and political ecology as
theoretical frameworks to examine the SLE of youth climate activists in Kentucky.
Social/environmental positionality helps us analyze how a person’s location
within society affects how they experience an environmental problem, such as climate
change (Pulido & Peña, 1998). This framework has roots in feminist theories, which
argue that a person’s experiences are impacted by the social, cultural, and historical
position from which they construct their worldview (Ceaser, 2018). I adopt Ceaser’s
(2018) framework of social/environmental positionality which examines how one’s social
9

positionality and environmental identity (identity constructed in relation to specific
environments) help us analyze the socially constructed ways we perceive the
environment. Therefore, this framework can also help analyze how we perceive actions
that impact the environment, such as taking action to address climate change.
The field of political ecology asserts that any environmental change is only
understood when considering the power dynamics of the political, institutional, and
economic systems in which nature and society are embedded (Kitchen & Thrift, 2009).
As a framework, it assesses how identity (such as gender, race, ethnicity, indigeneity, and
sexuality) intersects with class in the context of environmental change (ecology) and
governance (political, economic, institutional) (Robbins, 2012). Climate change is an
environmental change, and the participants in this study shared stories about the lived
experiences motivated them to address this environmental change.
Specifically, part of my analysis is how participants’ age, race or ethnicity, gender
identity, and particular geographies affect their SLE. These frameworks also shed new
light on the possibilities of future SLE research.

2.2

Describing Youth Climate Activism

2.2.1 Who Are Youth?
Scholars argue the definition of youth - and its subcategories such as teenager and
adolescence - is socially and culturally constructed (Ajunwa, 2011; Fisher, 2015). In their
study of young environmental leaders in Nova Scotia, Arnold, et al. (2009) defined youth
as a “stage of development,” which is “characterized by a process of integrating past
experiences and current ideals into an evolving realization of self and identity” (p. 28).
10

Others have presented an oppressive, adult-centric views of youth as “citizens in the
making” (Gordon, 2010, p. 9 as cited in Weadock, 2020, p. 26) and “future leaders” who
will overcome adults’ environmental inaction (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles,
2019, p. 2). This perspective is sometimes referred to as the deficit model (Weadock,
2020). O’Brien, et al. (2018) define youth in a more empowered sense and “explicitly
recognize youth as political agents” who “are neither in a state of ‘becoming’ future
citizens nor training to be participants in the sphere of formal politics; they are citizens
with agency” who may be engaging in activism in a diversity of ways (p. 5). Still, agebased categories matter, as youth are afforded different legal and social rights based on
their biological and socially constructed age (Fisher, 2015). Specific age categories of
youth vary among researchers and organizations. Within the reviewed literature,
researchers often adopt an age range similar to the United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs’ (n.d.) categorization of youth, which is 15 to 24 years old
(Ajunwa, 2011; Ceaser, 2018; Fisher, 2015; Han & Ahn, 2020; O’Brien, et al. 2018).
The role and impact of youth in Appalachia is an important aspect of much
community development work in Kentucky, including youth activism related to climate
change. Many Kentucky youth-centered environmental groups do not define youth within
a specific age range, but some do. For example, Appalshop’s Appalachia Media Institute
(AMI) categorizes youth as ages 14 to 22 years old, the Stay Together Appalachian
Youth (STAY) Project as ages 13 to 30 years old, and the Kentucky Student
Environmental Coalition (KSEC) as ages 14 to 30 years old (Clemons, 2020, p. 39-40;
KSEC, n.d.). Clemons (2020) interviewed Appalachian and Kentucky youth about their
own definition of “young.” In that work, Appalachian youth acknowledged that while

11

biological age is a factor, youth as a category is a social construct “that represents
different people, purposes, and agendas that can change over time as people grow older”
(p. 44). This information suggests that Kentucky youth climate activists would be
between ages 13 to 30 years old but with that range being flexible.
2.2.2 What Counts as (Climate) Activism, and Who Gets to be a (Climate) Activist?
Often, studies examining young people’s civic engagement or political agency
follow adult-centric binaries, parsing the political and not political, the formal and
informal, the engaged and disengaged (Bowman, 2019, 2020). However, youth activism
is remarkably complex, and research should aim to be participatory in allowing it to be
defined by the youth themselves, not an adult-centric understanding of what is considered
appropriate activism. Research that acknowledges this complexity allows for ambiguity
and uncertainty, replacing binaries with a more authentic and holistic definition of youth
activism. Furthermore, the complex, global characteristic of climate change requires a
diversity of responses over time and space (Hayward, 2008).
Focusing on the SLE of international youth climate activists, Fisher (2015)
suggests Corning and Myers’ (2002) definition of activist is particularly appropriate for
climate change activism because it gives the activist flexibility in their commitments and
behaviors in a variety of changing contexts. Corning and Myers (2002) define an activist
orientation as “an individual’s developed, relatively stable, yet changeable orientation to
engage in various collective, social-political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range
of low-risk, passive, and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional
behaviors” (p. 704). In the end, Fisher succinctly defines climate activists as
“people...who intentionally engage in actions connected to the political and collective
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aims of addressing the problems of contemporary anthropogenic climate change” (2015,
p. 231).
Bowman (2019) asserts that definitions of youth climate activism should
recognize everyday acts (“little-P politics”) as well as more formal or institutional
political actions (“big-P politics”) as activism (p. 300). In their study on youth climate
activism in Norway, O’Brien, et al. (2018) identify “three interrelated ways of dissenting
from the policies, systems, and relationships that contribute to climate change,” which
they term as dutiful dissent, disruptive dissent, and dangerous dissent (p. 5). In this study,
I refer to “dangerous” dissent as “transformative” dissent. Youth expressing dutiful
dissent are “reformist” and act within existing systems or power structures to affect
change (p. 9). Youth expressing disruptive dissent are “oppositional” and seek to change
existing political and economic structures (p. 9). And youth expressing transformative
(dangerous) dissent are “propositional,” and are “initiating, developing, and actualizing
alternatives that inspire and sustain long-term transformation,” which often align with
post development, anti-consumerist, and anti-capitalist philosophies (p. 6). The authors
conclude that while there is a diversity of expressions of youth climate activism, all 3
forms of dissent suggest that youth believe they have agency, or “the ability of
individuals to imagine a different future and a sense of purposeful expression of opinions
or actions that are at variance with dominant or commonly held beliefs” (O’Brien, et al.
2018, p. 9).
Furthermore, some authors assert that to understand its complexity, it is critical to
assess the positionality of youth within climate activism (Bowman, 2020; Ceaser, 2015,
2018). Ceaser (2018) defines positionality as an individual’s social location and its
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corresponding hierarchy of power which allows researchers to examine how a person’s
ontological orientation influences how they perceive and act in the world. Therefore,
one’s notion of environmentalism or activism is based on their positionality (Pulido &
Peña 1998, as cited in Ceaser, 2018).
While recognizing its complexity, Bowman (2020) argues that youth
environmental activism has characteristic features. First, citing the work of Pulido (1996,
1997), Bowman (2020) labels youth climate activism as subaltern activism, distinct from
mainstream environmentalism, which recognizes youth as a category of marginalization
that intersects with identities such as race, class, and gender. Second, young activists
often attempt to link the root cause of climate change to the historical and current
processes of colonialism (Curnow, et al. 2016, as cited in Bowman, 2020). With these
characteristics in mind, youth climate activism is akin to environmental justice
movements that are often led by people of color and recognize the disproportionate
impacts of environmental damage based on identities such as race and class (Bowman,
2020).
Young people are disproportionately experiencing and will continue to experience
the impacts of climate change, particularly in the global South, where children make up
nearly half of the population (Bajracharya, 1994, as cited in Bowman, 2020, p. 3). A
young person’s positionality may motivate them to commit to climate activism, but it
may also be a barrier to such action (Ceaser, 2018).
2.2.3 Youth Challenges and Barriers to Committing to Climate Activism
2.2.3.1 Positionality and Access to Spaces of Dissent
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There is evidence to suggest that young people’s socioeconomic status can predict
levels of civic participation, which is directly linked to various forms of capital, including
financial, human (e.g. work history, qualifications), social (e.g. supportive networks),
cultural (e.g. civic action or activism as family value), and built (e.g. access to
transportation) (Emery & Flora, 2006; O’Brien, et al., 2018; Shaw et al., 2014). Youth
from marginalized backgrounds, youth who are unemployed, and youth with a disability
are less likely to engage in forms of civic action, such as activism, than youth from more
affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, youth with higher levels of education, youth who
are able-bodied, and youth who are employed (Shaw et al., 2014). Ceaser (2018) provides
a clear example of how the positionality of emerging adults – a subcategory of youth –
impacts activism, explaining that middle- or upper-class youth can delay working and
pursue more education and receive greater awareness of social issues, whereas poor
youth are unlikely to have these privileges.
The internet, particularly through social media sites, is a key space for youth
climate activism (Fisher & Nasrin, 2020; O’Brien, et al., 2018; Weadock, 2020). Social
networking has encouraged youth to rework their identities as global citizens and enabled
them to engage in an international climate movement, such as Greta Thunberg’s School
Strike for Climate (Fisher, 2015). Furthermore, 2020 youth climate activism initiatives
moved completely online as a result of COVID-19. Also of critical importance is the
recognition that for youth who feel they do not have a public space to engage in activism,
social media can be the space where they feel able to engage (Shaw et al., 2014). This can
be particularly important for Kentucky youth, where belief in the science of climate
change is still highly contested on personal and governmental levels (O’Brien, et al.,
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2018). However, not all youth have equal access to the internet, such as in Kentucky, and
therefore do not have equal access to engage in youth climate activism online. This may
be a barrier to youth participation because if youth experience or perceive that there is no
outlet or space for dissent, there is a risk of inaction (O’Brien, et al., 2018).
2.2.3.2 Questioning Youth Agency and Self-Efficacy, Plus the
Gravity of Climate Change
The socially and historically constructed category of youth “functions to maintain
adult identity, value systems, and power, and results in young people’s actual lived
realities of political, economic, and social oppression” (Gordon, 2010, p. 7, as cited in
Weadock, 2020, p. 20). Youth activists must navigate how society understands and
challenges their behaviors, and often, society does not recognize youth activists as agents
of change because society as defined by adults does not perceive youth as a group with
agency (Weadock, 2020). Pigg (2002) defines agency as “the ability people have to
define their goals and objectives and act up on them,” which is related to a sense of selfefficacy (p. 110). Bandura (1977, 2000) describes self-efficacy by arguing that in order to
perform a behavior or action, an individual must have positive expectations about their
ability to perform the behavior and that the behavior will lead to their desired outcome.
Without a sense of agency or efficacy, people do not feel empowered to act (Pigg, 2002).
Youth activists, including potential activists, are barraged with negative representations
of themselves in the media, which can trick them into inaction. For example, Feldman’s
(2020) rhetorical analysis of youth environmental activism in Australia revealed that
leaders, via the media, attempt to silence youth activists speaking out about Australian
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climate change policy by claiming the youth are “politically inexperienced” because of
their age and lack of perspective or education (p. 1).
In addition to the effects of adultism that question youth agency and efficacy, the
grave and large-scale nature of climate change impacts can contribute to demoralizing
feelings that engender inaction (Busch et al. 2019; Hacking, et al., 2018). Busch et al.
(2019) surveyed over 450 U.S. middle and high school students about their climate
change-related behaviors. The researchers were perplexed by one of their findings that
certainty that climate change exists was associated with decreasing behaviors to mitigate
climate change. To explain this result, the authors hypothesized that “the more certain
youth are that climate change is happening, the less inclined they are to engage in
individual pro-environmental behaviour, seeing the impact of this behaviour as being
minimal on such a large, collective problem” (Busch et al, 2019, p. 2403). This argument
again points to the importance of a positive perception of self-efficacy. Ecological grief,
or the grief felt in response to experienced or anticipated loss of nature in the
Anthropocene, may also contribute to feelings of inefficacy (Hacking, et al., 2018).
However, as will be discussed in the following section, witnessing environmental
destruction is also a Significant Life Experience that motivates people to commit to
environmental and climate activism.
2.2.3.3 Threat to Safety
Youth climate activists around the world have also experienced threats to their
safety or even lives due to their actions. Adult women environmental justice activists in
Central Appalachia, including Kentucky, organizing against coal companies experienced
bullying tactics and threats of physical violence from neighbors and coal company
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supporters and workers (Young, 2014). In a review of Shannon Elizabeth Bell’s book of
interviews with Central Appalachian women environmental justice activists, Young
(2014) reflects: “I cringed as I read how Patty Sebok was nearly killed by angry coal
truck drivers in Boone County, West Virginia, because she fought the continued use of
dangerous overweight coal trucks on local roads” (p. 105). While there is no literature
that reports similar threats towards Kentucky youth climate activists, youth grow up
knowing that these threats exist for adult activists in their communities. Those threats
could be a potential barrier to Kentucky youth’s own action.
2.2.3.4 Adultism: Engagement, But Not Decision-Making
Power
Often, youth activists are relegated to adult definitions of proper civic
engagement. Bowman (2020) writes, “The engagement approach to young people’s
politics conceptualizes young people as apprentice citizens, or citizens-in-transition,”
who must follow a certain pathway to correct citizenship (p. 9.) Therefore, young people
should engage and have a voice, but this engagement is detached from any power or
efficacy, which is an imbalance upheld by adults (Bowman, 2020). Currently, young
people are represented by YOUNGO, the official youth constituency in the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. However, a recent study shows how
the YOUNGO youth participants are hindered by the power of other adult stakeholders
(Lubben, 2019, as cited in Han & Ahn, 2020). This example demonstrates the youth
engagement framework at play: while youth have a voice, they do not have real power.
Some youth may decide to disengage from the climate movement for lack of access to
decision-making processes (Bowman, 2020). However, youth climate activists can
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engage in a wide diversity of tactics outside of formal or institutional decision-making
processes.
2.2.4 Goals and Tactics
Fisher and Nasrin (2020) summarize literature on the types of youth climate
activism, with particular focus on the now global Fridays for the Future movement. They
share that, based on their research, the goal of most youth climate activism is indirect in
that they work to pressure economic and political actors to change policies and behaviors
that lead to reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. Based on this review of literature and
a more inclusive definition of activism discussed previously, some youth climate activists
take direct, individual action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, or create alternative
systems that aid in reducing community greenhouse gas emissions.
Youth climate activism employs a variety of tactics. Some researchers argue that
youth’s lack of formal political power uniquely encourages youth activists to engage in
more plentiful, creative, adaptive, and powerful ways, that may ultimately pressure
change in formal political and economic spheres (O’Brien, et al., 2018; Weadock, 2020).
One way to provide examples for the breadth of tactics is to return to the categories of
dutiful, disruptive, and transformative dissents (O’Brien, et al., 2018). Working within
existing systems via dutiful dissent, activists may help a university develop a plan to
divest from fossil fuels or lobby elected officials to act on or enforce existing legislation
(Fisher & Nasrin, 2020; O’Brien, et al., 2018). Youth climate activists’ formal legal
filings may also be considered in this category, such as when 15 children from different
countries, including now renowned youth climate activist Greta Thunberg, filed a formal
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complaint under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child that countries
were violating the convention by not addressing climate change (Han & Ahn, 2020).
Youth climate activists participating in disruptive dissent that seek to change
existing political and economic structures, challenge power relationships, and bring
attention to dimensions of equity and justice via protests, petition campaigns, boycotts,
marches, rallies, and strikes, and coalition building therein (Black, et al., 2016; Fisher &
Nasrin, 2020; O’Brien, et al., 2018). The Fridays for Future school strikes for climate –
also known in varying contexts as #FridaysForFuture, Youth for Climate, Youth Strike
for/4 Climate, and School Strike for/4 Climate (Bowman, 2019, p. 295) – started by Greta
Thunberg in March of 2018 is an example of disruptive dissent. This climate strike
movement is known as the largest mass youth climate movement in history, having
grown to involve over 7.6 million people worldwide in September of 2019, just 18
months after it started (Fisher & Nasrin, 2020, p. 5). As of early 2020 with the spread of
COVID-19 and social distancing enforcement, climate strike organizers and other youth
climate activists moved their disruptive dissent online, taking actions such as virtual
protests, tweet storms, and hashtag activism (Fisher & Nasrin, 2020).
Youth climate activists participating in transformative dissent create new and
alternative systems, thereby “subverting existing power structures by mobilizing citizens
around new norms and values” (O’Brien, et al., 2018, p. 9). Within this dissent, youth are
refusing to accept the business-as-usual future of fossil fuel-based economies, hyper
consumption, and social inequality, and instead are creating futures of care, solidarity,
and cooperation (p. 7). Examples of transformative dissent include community supported
agriculture and alternative local currencies that do not rely on traditional banks.
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Transformative dissent acknowledges a dynamic and understudied dimension of youth
climate activism, which Bowman (2019) articulates, “is more than protest: it is also a
world-building project” (p. 296).
Youth climate activism in Kentucky continues to engage at all levels of dissent. For
example, Lexington high school students work within dutiful dissent to enact
sustainability initiatives as members of Fayette County Public Schools’ (FCPS) Bluegrass
Youth Sustainability Council (FCPS, n.d.). KSEC and Kentucky Youth Climate Strike
have engaged in coalition building for small and large-scale direct action, such as protests
and strikes, which is a form of disruptive dissent (KSEC, n.d.; Kentucky Youth Climate
Strike, n.d.). Many young climate activists participate in transformative dissent as
farmers, artists, healers, and more. A unique form of activism common among Kentucky
youth climate activists is their commitment to staying in Kentucky, particularly in
Appalachia. Based on research among rural Peruvian and Ecuadorian women resisting
large-scale mining developments in their communities, Jenkins articulates a type of
activism that is incorporated into their everyday lives, or “everyday resistance” (2017, p.
1441). For these women, resistance depends on their daily resistance and resilience in
their communities, often fractured by the impacts of mining, which is not unlike the
experiences of Kentucky’s rural Appalachian communities impacted by coal mining.
Particularly for young Appalachians in Kentucky, the act of staying in the region is
indeed an act of resistance and resilience, and young peoples’ transformative dissent of
creating an alternative and better future there is strong (Clemons, 2020).
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2.3

Committing to Climate Activism: Motivations and Significant Life Experiences
2.3.1 Youth Motivations to Commit to Climate Activism
Not only do youth climate activists contribute to the health and vibrancy of

democracy, but they are also key community members for addressing climate change. It
is important to understand youth’s motivations for participating in and committing to
youth climate activism to encourage others to get involved, and to better understand the
complex and changing experiences of youth in the Anthropocene. Based on the literature
reviewed, there are 6 key areas that motivate youth to get involved with climate activism:
urgency, friends, witnessing environmental destruction, empowering spaces, commitment
to environmental and social justice, and connection to place.
2.3.1.1 Urgency
Youth are motivated to get involved in climate activism because of the “bleak
likelihoods of anthropogenic climate change” (Fisher, 2015, pp. 235-236) and the
urgency of the need to act. Youth also feel the urgency of fear, as evidenced by Greta
Thunberg’s speech: “I want you to feel the fear I feel every day. And then I want you to
act” (as cited in Bandura & Cherry, 2020, p. 95). In direct words, Greta Thunberg
communicated the urgency and the high stakes involved in youth’s motivation to act:
climate change is a “direct threat to youth lives” (The Daily Show with Trevor Noah,
2019 as cited in Weadock, 2020). Youth perceive adults as apathetic and irresponsible
stewards of the planet and feel that youth themselves are their only hope (Bandura &
Cherry, 2020).
2.3.1.2 Friends
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In their review that sheds light on how to promote active care for the environment
in children and youth, Chawla and Cushing (2007) report that friendship “need[s] to be
recognized as not just means to effective group functioning, but from a young person’s
perspective, valued ends in themselves” (p. 447). This statement is salient with reports of
youth climate activism, in which youth are often motivated to join in climate activism
due to friendship. When studying the motivations of European youth’s involvement in the
Fridays For The Future march in 2019, Wahlström et al. (2019) report that 32.9% of
school students at the demonstration had been personally asked to participate, and that
70.5% of those students were asked by one or more friends (p. 11). Chawla’s (1999)
research with environmental activists in Norway and Kentucky reflected on their time as
young people, and shared that starting around college-age, “friends were often the
catalyst that prompted someone to join an organization or protest movement or to apply
for an environmental job” (p. 21). The importance of friendships and peer groups is also
discussed in the Significant Life Experiences (SLE) research.
2.3.2 Significant Life Experiences (SLE) Research
Significant Life Experiences (SLE) are important phenomenological events that
an individual recalls and articulates as critical in influencing their concerns, beliefs, and
actions later in life (Hacking, et al., 2018). SLE research was first introduced by Tanner
(1980), as the study of experiences that promote the development of values and behaviors
to care for nature (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). The goal of SLE research is to determine
the sources of commitment to pro-environmental behavior by asking individuals to recall
formative experiences that led to their involvement (Chawla, 1999).
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As all qualitative interview and survey research does, SLE studies rely on
participants’ memory. Critics of SLE research point out that relying on self-reporting
memories is fallible. For example, a person who has dedicated their career to protecting
the environment may be more likely to recall SLE associated with the environment, while
people who disregard environmental problems may very well have had similar
experiences but forget them (Chawla & Derr, 2012). Chawla and Derr (2012) assert that
longitudinal studies that track environmental experiences and behaviors over time would
address this issue. Studying youth SLE is another way to address this. It is also critical to
note the invaluable function of memory and its role in qualitative research. Cognitive
psychologist, Ulrich Neisser, asserts that the function of memory is to help people meet
the challenges of the present and anticipate and plan for the future (Chawla, 2007, p.
148). As such, memory is the perfect place to explore when it comes to addressing
environmental problems, especially climate change. SLE studies must be clear that the
results are descriptive or correlational; they cannot establish causal connections
(D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). Still, SLE studies may help generate hypotheses for further
research.
A review by Chawla (1998) outlines the strengths of SLE studies, specifically
within the field of environmental education. First and foremost, Chawla asserts that it is
important that SLE studies are qualitative because much environmental education
research is quantitative. Therefore, SLE research helps give a fuller picture of
environmental experiences and action. Busch, et al. (2019) argue that understanding how
and why behavior occurs is an important research pursuit for achieving behavioral
outcomes in environmental education. SLE centers around people’s own understanding
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and explanation of their pro-environmental feelings and actions (Chawla, 1998). A
resounding strength to this research is that since SLE studies began, the same cluster of
results have emerged across a diversity of people and places around the world. In other
words, people understand the sources of their pro-environmental attitudes and actions,
and do so in similar ways across different backgrounds and locations.
The majority of SLE researchers have focused on adults reporting SLE from their
childhood and youth, and in the past decade, some researchers have focused on youth
reporting their SLE. D’Amore and Chawla’s (2020) review summarizes the generally
consistent findings of SLE of adults and youth, “who express connection with and
concern for nature and who act to protect it, across a broad range of actions” (p. 821).
Those findings include childhood experiences of play and exploration in nature,
influential role models who communicate nature’s value, influential books, participation
in nature-based or environmental organizations that provide opportunities to learn how to
act on nature’s behalf, and often witnessing of environmental destruction (D’Amore &
Chawla, 2020). They also point out that while the salience of these experiences varies
among the studies, the one exception is that time in nature in childhood is a consistent
SLE.
A new subject of study for SLE research is the background of individuals acting on
climate change (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). This is an important development for SLE
research, as some researchers argue that climate change is a distinct phenomenon from
other environmental and social issues because of its ecological and political complexity
(Fisher, 2015). While we cannot assume that the participants who exhibited proenvironmental behavior in previous SLE research are also engaged in actions to address
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climate change, it is important to be able to compare data among different groups of
people. In the few available studies that focus specifically on individuals working to
address climate change, researchers are finding that their SLE are distinct from
individuals who exhibit pro-environmental behavior in general.
2.3.2.1 Adult SLE for Action on Climate Change
While the focus of this literature review is on youth climate activism, I argue that
it is helpful to review the few existing SLE research articles specific to climate change,
which include adult SLE studies. Furthermore, being able to compare adult and youth
SLE for commitment to climate change action may reveal important generational and
developmental differences. Pearse, et al. (2010) studied Australian adults employing
direct action for climate change. The SLE reported include connections to nature early in
their life, influences from their family and friends, and contact with social and
environmental issues across time (Pearse, et al., 2010). Howell and Allen (2016) studied
the SLE of 85 climate change educators involved in climate change writing, education,
and mitigation. In contrast to previous SLE research, outdoor experiences during
childhood were not a major formative influence on participants, and social justice
concerns were more motivating than biospheric concerns (Howell & Allen, 2016).
The SLE literature search revealed only one published study that focuses on
individuals in Kentucky (Chawla, 1999). Although the study focuses on adult
environmental activists, not specifically focused on climate change, it is important to
document here for its Kentucky context. From most to least mentioned, the sources of
commitment to environmental protection for Kentucky environmental activists included
“experiences of natural areas;” “family” (parents, then others); “organizations;”
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“education;” “negative experiences” (habitat destruction, then pollution/radiation);
“vocation;” tied were “friends” and “sense of social justice;” “principles or religion;” and
“book or author” (p. 19). These topics align with previous adult SLE research.
2.3.2.2 Youth SLE: Pro-Environmental Behavior and Action on
Climate Change
There is a body of literature that focuses on SLE of youth, not specific to climate
activism. Sivek (2002) studied SLE of high school students in Wisconsin who were
involved in environmental action clubs or conferences. The reported SLE include time
spent in nature; role models, especially teachers and parents; and witnessing
environmental destruction (Sivek, 2002). Like previous SLE research with adults,
Arnold, et al. (2009) found the SLE of young environmental leaders in Nova Scotia
included role models, specifically parents, and time spent outdoors; however, unlike
previous research, they found the role of friends to be strong. Lastly, Ceaser (2018)
studied the SLE of youth participating in an environmental justice program in New
Orleans, Louisiana. Participants’ SLE included the experience of the program itself,
experiencing social/environmental relations and marginality within another culture, and
previous experiences involving the Global South (Ceaser, 2018). Focusing on the
positionality of the youth, Ceaser (2018) discerned that the SLE of white youth were
different from those of black and brown youth, who had some personal relation to the
Global South and/or experienced environmental justice in their community firsthand.
2.3.2.3 Witnessing Environmental Destruction
Specifically focused on international youth climate activists, Fisher (2015)
presents the only available SLE data for youth climate activism. The most conspicuous
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theme from this research is the “affective experience of seeing drastic changes or
realizing the bleak likelihoods of anthropogenic climate change” (Fisher, 2015, pp. 235236). While some other SLE research has identified negative experiences or witnesses of
environmental destruction as formative for environmental activists, Fisher (2015) reports
that it is not to the same degree with these international youth climate activists.
2.3.2.4 Empowering Spaces
Another important participant experience in Fisher’s (2015) study was the
international climate movement’s practices and principles of justice and inclusivity,
which created an empowering place for youth. Fisher connects this SLE theme to
Kassimir’s (2006) research on transnational youth activism, which “emphasizes the
importance of democratic, non-hegemonic movements for youth activists’ desire to
participate” (2015, p. 242). Youth climate activism perceived as an empowering space is
likely tied to the movement’s self-efficacy (Pigg, 2002). Bandura and Cherry (2020)
explain, “Seeing people similar to oneself succeed by perseverant effort also builds
beliefs in their own capabilities" (p. 947). Part of youth climate activists’ self-efficacy is
seeing themselves – people like them – succeeding in the movements.
Youth also reported that engaging with groups as part of the climate movement was
a significant experience (Fisher, 2015). This is similar to Arnold, et al.’s (2009) research
with young environmental leaders, who reported significant experiences with groups and
at conferences and gatherings. Survey research with middle and high school students by
Busch, et al. (2019) further illustrate this SLE. The authors measured predictors of proenvironmental behavior specific to climate change. They found that the strongest direct
predictor of behavior was social norms; in other words, when a student is surrounded by
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family, friends, and teachers who think anthropogenic climate change is real, talk about
it, and act on it, then the student is more likely to exhibit climate change behaviors
(Busch, et al. 2019). Furthermore, students’ participation in clubs and number of science
classes – which could function as a group – affected knowledge and social norms (Busch,
et al. 2019). These studies underscore the significance of youth climate activists’
experience as part of a group.
2.3.2.5 Commitment to Environmental and Social Justice
Finally, Fisher (2015) reported that “for many participants, it was the mutual
influence of their commitment to both the youth climate movement itself and to
addressing the environmental and social justice problems of climate change that
contributed to their commitment to climate activism” (p. 242). This is salient with
Ceaser’s (2018) research with emerging adults participating in an environmental justice
program, who were motivated by both the social and environmental aspects of
environmental justice. Furthermore, this resonates with Howell and Allen’s (2016)
research with adult climate change writers, educators, and mitigators, which revealed that
both social justice and environmental concerns were important influences to committing
to action on climate change. Similarly, Black, et al. (2016) present a case study of
coalition building among youth activists in Georgia from the immigrant justice and
climate change movements, which is a specific example of the ability to focus on both
social justice and environmentalism. Distinct from Fisher’s (2015) international youth
climate activists' narrative, the immigrant and climate justice activists in Georgia
departed from global climate justice narratives and instead “embraced mutually strategic
narratives rooted in local civil rights history” (Black, et al., 2016, p. 284). This study
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suggests that research would benefit from more attention to youth climate activism within
particular geographies, to further understand its diversity and complexity.
2.3.2.6 Connection to Place: Potential SLE for Kentucky Youth
Climate Activists
Informed by this body of literature, I suggest that Kentucky youth climate
activists may have SLE distinct from international youth climate activists. These
differences, if they exist, are likely rooted in place-based historical geographies and
political economies, perhaps particular to the southeastern region of the United States, but
most likely particular to Kentucky and eastern Kentucky in Appalachia (Black, et al.,
2016). Specifically, I anticipate that Kentucky’s rich history of social and environmental
justice activism, as well as its multi-century experience of extractive economies such as
coal mining and timber harvesting, serve as formative context for the SLE of Kentucky
youth climate activists. I also anticipate that Kentucky youth will articulate a connection
to place – places of nature and culture – distinct from the general connection to nature
presented in previous SLE studies.
Literature about the motivations of women environmental justice activists in
Appalachian Kentucky that are organizing against mining activity reveal their strong
connection to the land, or place. The Appalachian region continues to experience land
displacement and reshaping of the local and natural environment due to mining activities.
Appalachian environmental justice activists have a fierce allegiance and connection to
place and assert their right to it (Smith, 2015). This deep connection to the land is
evidenced by Debbi Jarrell’s reflection: “We are Appalachian women, and ... our roots
run so deep, you can’t distinguish us from the earth we live on” (Bell & Braun, 2010, p.
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804). Women activists call on a past of dependence on the land via subsistence
agriculture as being central to an Appalachian identity and rural way of life that mining
destroys (Smith, 2015). This is an important piece of the social/environmental
positionality from which young climate activists in Appalachian Kentucky have been
developing.
Like other SLE research, education plays a role in commitment to environmental
action. Clemons (2020) shares excerpts from interviews with participants in the Youth
Activism in Different Generations in Appalachia Oral History Project, known as YAA.
Reading the excerpts with the lens of an SLE researcher, I anticipate that education,
particularly within the discipline of Appalachian Studies, will be a significant experience
for Kentucky youth climate activists. Clemons reflects,
Most YAA oral history participants cited education as a time and environment in
which they developed greater social awareness, place-based notions of identity and
scholarship, and activism as a bridge between grassroots and academic knowledge
and organizing (p. 53).
One of the participants credited his undergraduate and graduate education as well as an
introduction to the field of Appalachian Studies as critical to connecting academic work
and fieldwork, or activism. Another participant connected her “regional education” to her
activism (p. 56). Furthermore, another participant connected “local issues to place-based
art and community development projects” through her work in the Appalachian Center at
Southcentral Kentucky Community and Technical College (p. 56). Although Clemons’
research focuses on Kentucky youth activism in general, it is likely that these themes will
translate into the experiences of Kentucky youth climate activists.
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2.4

Sustaining Involvement in Climate Activism
In the face of many challenges and barriers, including the complexity of an ever-

changing existence as a result of climate change, it is important to investigate the
experiences that sustain youth involvement in climate activism. Based on the body of
research in this literature review, collective efficacy and joy play crucial roles in helping
youth sustain their involvement. Based on the work of Clemons (2020), I anticipate a few
potential sources may sustain Kentucky youth climate activists.
2.4.1 Collective Efficacy
Chawla (1999) directly asked adult environmental activists in Norway about what
aided their persistence in their activism. Those under the age of 40 emphasized “the
pleasures of a good fight and its comradeship” (p. 22). This sense of working effectively
with others is a form of collective efficacy. Bandura and Cherry (2020) analyzed highly
resourceful youth involved in projects that mitigate climate change. One of the key
ingredients to their success and sustained involvement was collective efficacy, or the
success of teamwork (Bandura & Cherry, 2020). Along with collective efficacy is
modeled resilience, which youth climate activists do consistently as they face attacks by
special interest groups and remain on course to bring about positive change for their
futures (Bandura & Cherry, 2020). Collective efficacy among youth climate activists
helps them to sustain their engagement.
2.4.2 Joy
One sustainable source of commitment to youth climate activism is joy. Bowman
(2019) reports that there is a rich body of literature that discusses the role of joy in social
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movements, which indicates that play, laughter, and fun are important to any process of
resistance. Chawla and Cushing (2007) share, “Young people often identify the
friendships that they forge in their group and the opportunities to have fun together as
intrinsic rewards of participation” (p. 447). Wahlström et al. (2019) describe the scenes of
Fridays for the Future demonstrations in Europe as including dancing, cheerfulness, and a
youthful atmosphere. It is fun and joyful to hang out with friends, and work to not only
save the planet, but envision and rebuild it for the better.
2.4.3 Potential Sources of Sustained Involvement for Kentucky Youth Climate
Activists
Clemons’ (2020) research with Appalachian youth activists reveal a unique
theme, which is the important role of intergenerational relationships and mentors in
supporting youth activists and activism in the region. Intergenerational mentor
relationships, such as those formed through the Highlander Education and Research
Center and regional networks like the Stay Together Appalachian Youth (STAY) Project,
help connect young people resources and support “that older generations have been
developing for decades” (p. 32). Clemons writes, “In addition to education, Appalachian
studies, and regional youth networks, intergenerational connections are also sustained
through community based projects, extended families, and mental health access and
support” (pp. 65-66). Youth in Appalachia have access to sources of support for their
activism, thanks to the rich history of activism and community organizing in the region,
and the cultural atmosphere of the region to forge intergenerational relationships.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY
3.1

Study Design
Significant Life Experiences (SLE) are important phenomenological events that

an individual recalls and articulates as critical in influencing their concerns, beliefs, and
actions later in life (Hacking, et al., 2018). SLE research was first introduced by Tanner
(1980), as the study of experiences that promote the development of values and behaviors
to care for nature (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). The goal of SLE research is to determine
the sources of commitment to pro-environmental behavior by asking individuals to recall
formative experiences that led to their involvement (Chawla, 1999). It is a qualitative
research design that relies on participants’ memories. SLE studies are descriptive or
correlational; they cannot establish causal connections. Still, the body of SLE research
since its inception around 1980 suggests that people understand the sources of
commitment to their care for the environment, as the same cluster of results emerge
across a diversity of people and places around the world.
This specific study on the SLE of Kentucky youth climate activists involved 7
one-on-one, semi-structured interviews via the online video platform, Zoom. The
interviews included open-ended questions related to participants’ definitions and
experiences of climate activism in Kentucky, as well as the SLE that have motivated
them to act on climate change. During semi-structured interviews, the interviewee’s
responses guided the structure of the interview, allowing for a freer, more conversational
exchange (Esterberg, 2002). While I used a list of interview questions during the data
collection process, the design of semi-structured interviews allowed me to adjust the
order and content of questions within the context of the interview. The interviews lasted
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between 1 and 2 hours. During the interviews, I also recorded field notes on the behavior
and activities of participants, as well as my own biases that may have arisen.
There are advantages and limitations to conducting interviews and doing so via
Zoom. SLE studies center around people’s own understanding and explanation of their
pro-environmental feelings and actions. Interviews with open-ended questions allow
participants to provide this type of information based on their own experiences.
Limitations of interviews include that the researcher's presence may bias interviewees’
responses, some participants may be more articulate and perceptive than others and
therefore provide more reflection and detail to their responses, and participants are
providing information in a researcher-designated place rather than a natural setting
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
I chose to conduct interviews via the online video platform, Zoom, for 3 reasons.
First, I thought meeting via Zoom would be the safest and most consistent place to meet
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interviewee and I could meet without the threat of
infecting one another or traveling to a place where the risk of infection was potentially
greater. Second, I wanted to include participants that represented geographic diversity of
Kentucky. I thought meeting via Zoom would make that goal more feasible for the
participants and myself, as it eliminated logistics that were potential barriers, such as
acquiring transportation, allocating additional travel time to and from the meeting, and
finding a safe, quiet, and comfortable place for both the researcher and participant to
meet. Several recent studies that explore the effectiveness of using Zoom for qualitative
research data collection support my rationale and suggest that study participants prefer
videoconferencing methods over face-to-face (Archibald, et al. 2019; Gray, et al. 2020;
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Howlett, 2021). Third, I knew that Zoom’s automatic transcription feature would save
time in transcribing data.
While videoconferencing is an acceptable form of data collection for qualitative
research when face-to-face is not possible, the most consistent challenges to
videoconferencing platforms are establishing connection, audio or video quality, and
audio or video reliability (Archibald, et al. 2019). Researchers have provided several
recommendations for qualitative researchers conducting data collection via
videoconferencing methods, such as Zoom. There are several technical requirements the
researcher should test and plan for, including their computer or cloud storage capacity,
their internet connection strength, and knowledge of how to record for the features the
researcher desires, such as automatic transcription (Gray, et al. 2020). Researchers also
suggest providing participants with a direct link to the videoconferencing meeting and
any technical information they may need to successfully engage with the meeting (Gray,
et al. 2020). During the data collection process, researchers suggest planning for
distractions in the researcher and participants’ perspective environments and having a
backup plan in case connectivity, quality, or reliability cannot be established (Gray, et al.
2020).
In this study, I followed these best practices to avoid as many challenges as
possible. I conducted interviews in my private office, which provided few distractions
and a strong internet connection. To enhance the internet connection, I turned off the
internet connection on any other devices in the room, such as my cell phone. I sent
interview participants direct links to the meeting and invited them to ask me any
questions beforehand. Since all the participants were between the ages of 18 to 24 years
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old, they were familiar with Zoom as a common meeting platform, especially since the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, at the start of the interview, I shared the
context of my environment, listed any distractions that may arise, and that I would be
muting my audio while they responded to questions to reduce any possible noise
distractions originating from my environment. I did this to recognize the possibility and
reality of distractions from our respective environments, to invite them to share any
distractions that may arise in their environment, and to help both parties feel more
relaxed in the situation. Often, participants did share their possible distractions, which
doubled as an ice breaker that helped us get to know one another better before we started
the official interview, such as any pets or housemates that may enter the video frame or
make noises. The most common challenges that I faced with Zoom were predictable
internet connectivity issues as well as call quality and reliability. However, these issues
did not impede data collection for transcription.
3.1.1 Study Population: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
I interviewed young adults between the ages of 18 and 24 years old who were
(currently) taking action to address climate change in Kentucky, United States. All but
one of the participants lived in Kentucky at the time of the interview. The participant who
did not live in Kentucky had recently moved and was still actively involved in addressing
climate change in Kentucky, thereby meeting the inclusion criteria.
For the purposes of this thesis, the participants are categorized as Kentucky youth
climate activists. However, I intentionally did not use the term “activist” or “climate
activist” in any public recruitment materials. This section discusses the inclusion and
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exclusion criteria for interview participants, specifically their designations as “climate
activists” and “youth.”
3.1.1.1 (Climate) Activists
Youth activism is remarkably complex, and research which acknowledges this
complexity allows for ambiguity and uncertainty in its definition. Additionally, the
complex, global characteristic of climate change requires a diversity of responses over
time and space, making climate activism distinct (Hayward, 2008). Bowman (2019)
asserts that definitions of youth climate activism should recognize everyday acts (“little-P
politics”) as well as more formal or institutional political actions (“big-P politics”) as
activism (p. 300). Corning and Myers (2002) define an activist orientation as “an
individual’s developed, relatively stable, yet changeable orientation to engage in various
collective, social-political, problem-solving behaviors spanning a range of low-risk,
passive, and institutionalized acts to high-risk, active, and unconventional behaviors” (p.
704). Definitions of climate change activism must give the activist flexibility in their
commitments and behaviors in a variety of changing contexts (Fisher, 2015).
This study defines climate activist as a person who is taking action to address
climate change. This interpretation is inspired by Fisher’s succinct definition of climate
activists as “people...who intentionally engage in actions connected to the political and
collective aims of addressing the problems of contemporary anthropogenic climate
change” (2015, p. 231). It is critical to note that while I use this definition to label all
study participants as activists, the participants themselves may or may not define
themselves as an activist or may define themselves as an activist in some spaces but not
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others. I discuss participants’ relationship with the label “activist” in Chapter 4. The
analysis and discussion of this study allows for such subjective complexity.
3.1.1.2 Youth
Information gathered from several Kentucky youth-centered environmental
groups suggests that Kentucky youth climate activists may consider themselves to be
between ages of 13 to 30 years old, with that range being flexible (Clemons, 2020, pp.
39-40; KSEC, n.d.). This study focuses on Kentucky climate activists who are between
the ages of 18 and 24 years old. I categorized this age range as “young” or “youth.” There
are several reasons for this. First, based on the literature reviewed, this age range falls
within the ages that Kentucky youth would categorize themselves as “youth.” Second, the
international standard for youth or young is a person between the ages of 15 to 24 years
old (United Nations, n.d.). I used this interpretation to limit the maximum age to 24 years
old. Finally, I chose to limit the minimum age to 18 years old for several reasons. In the
United States, being a legal adult (age 18 years or older) enables certain types of climate
action not available to minors, such as voting. Furthermore, I conducted this study as part
of a 2-year graduate thesis requirement. Conducting research with minors (those under
age 18 years old) requires significantly more time in the Institutional Review Board
proceedings as well as securing consent from minors’ parents/guardians for them to
participate in the research. The time implications of involving youth under age 18 years
old made it unfeasible within the time constraints of the graduate program. Therefore,
this study focuses on young adults only.
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3.2

Recruitment Procedures
This study employs snowball sampling, with initial recruitment among members

of 5 established environmental organizations. These organizations were chosen for their
characteristics of 1) being led by youth and/or engaging with young adults aged 18 to 24
years old who were taking action to address climate change, and 2) having geographic
reach across Kentucky as either a statewide organization or a chapter of a statewide
organization. A main contact at these organizations disseminated a formal recruitment
letter, that I created, to their membership listservs via email or other appropriate
platforms on my behalf. (See Interviewee Recruitment Letter in Appendices.)
The recruitment letter invited the potential study participants to contact me via
email if they wanted to volunteer to participate in the study. The letter included a
statement at the end encouraging organization members, regardless of their study
participation, to send the recruitment letter to other Kentucky youth climate activists who
might be interested in participating. I also verbally stated this voluntary request at the end
of each interview. Snowball sampling works by asking study participants to recommend
other potential participants and so on (Parker, et al. 2019). The snowball sampling
process began by initially recruiting members of the 5 established organizations.

3.3

Participants
I interviewed 7 participants. Each participant had been taking action to address

climate change in Kentucky, and each in their own way. The participants ranged from
ages 19 to 24 years old, with 23 years old being the most common age. Regarding racial
or ethnic identity, 3 participants identified as Black and 4 identified as White. Regarding
gender identity, 3 participants identified as women, 2 participants identified as men, 1
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participant identified as transgender, and 3 participants identified as queer. Some
participants that identified as queer also identified with a gender. Furthermore,
participants that identified as queer did not specify if their queerness related to their
sexual identity, gender identity, or both.
This study has strong geographic representation across the state, with participants
from the Central, Eastern, Western, and Northern Kentucky regions. Several participants
had lived in multiple cities in Kentucky. Some participants grew up or had lived in other
states or countries, as well.

3.4

Research Procedures
The procedure for scheduling and completing the one-on-one interviews went as

follows. Organizational contacts sent the formal recruitment letter on my behalf.
Interested individuals contacted me to schedule the interview via email. Zoom interviews
were scheduled based on mutually convenient days and times for both parties. I also
emailed a copy of the Informed Consent Letter (see Appendices) for the interviewee to
review prior to the interview where they were encouraged to contact me with any
questions. I set up the Zoom meetings (interviews) using my University of Kentucky
account and sent the participant all the relevant information necessary to join the meeting.
I began the interview by summarizing the goals of the study. Then, I read through the
Informed Consent Letter. If the participant consented to continue with the interview, I
then asked the participant’s permission to record the interview. I explained that the video
and audio recordings would be immediately deleted once the interviews had been
transcribed. All 7 participants agreed to be recorded during the Zoom interview.
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Then, I used a list of questions as semi-structured interview protocol to guide the
conversation. (See Appendices for a full list of interview questions.) The interview
included the following general sections: demographic information, personal experiences
working to address climate change, how they got involved in that work, how they define
themselves in the context of the broader climate movement, their motivations for being
involved, and their visions for the future. I concluded the interview by thanking the
participant and inviting them to send the recruitment letter to those in their network who
they thought would be interested in participating in the study. As a semi-structured
interview, I added, subtracted, modified, and rearranged the order of some of the
questions listed in the protocol to adjust to the context of the interview (Esterberg,
2001).
I also kept field notes to increase the trustworthiness and quality of the data and
interpretations (Esterberg, 2001; Morrow, 2005). Notes included details on where I was
and participants’ general state of being before starting the interview, where participants
were, the time of day, participants’ notable reactions and body language throughout the
interview, and my initial reactions and state of being at the conclusion of the interview
(Esterberg, 2002). I also recorded the reasons for asking certain questions, including
implied assumptions and experiences with prior interviews in this study (Morrow, 2005).
These field notes provided critical information for analysis as well as a mechanism for
checking reliability.

3.5

Data Collection and Storage
I downloaded the Zoom audio, video, and transcription files after each interview.

These files, as well as the typed field notes, were stored on my password-protected
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computer with back-up copies stored on my password-protected University cloud storage
(OneDrive) account. As soon after the interview as possible, I verified the automatic
Zoom transcriptions for accuracy. This entailed re-listening back to the interview
recording while reading the automatic transcript produced by Zoom and editing
incorrectly transcribed words. Then, I de-identified the transcription by replacing
participant names with pseudonyms. Once the transcription was edited for accuracy and
de-identified, I deleted the audio-visual recordings and their copies from both places
(computer and OneDrive). The only files maintained in storage were the final deidentified interview transcripts and accompanied field notes.

3.6

Potential Risks
This study did involve potential risks but they were minimal. The study neither

specifically asked participants to think about traumatic events as part of their Significant
Life Experiences (SLE), nor asked about their emotional reaction to climate change.
However, while responding about what SLE have led to their activism and what factors
sustained or challenged their activism, participants may have voluntarily shared
emotional stories, potentially involving negative SLE. In addition, talking about climate
change in general may have caused participants added existential stress as they thought
about its effects and their futures. Still, participants were recruited because of their
current involvement in climate activism, which meant they likely encounter and process
emotions and stress about climate change as part of their on-going activism work.
Therefore, I assessed the likelihood of the interviews invoking negative emotional
reaction/existential stress as low and magnitude/seriousness as moderate. I provided
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participants the opportunity to pause the interview and take a break as needed and
reminded them that they did not have answer any questions they did not want to.
The only other risk involved in participating in the research study was the breach
of confidentiality. Participants were interviewed separately and organizational leaders
who agreed to forward the initial recruitment letter did not know who ultimately chose to
respond to me and participate, unless the interviewees themselves disclosed their
participation to others. However, for a short period of time, there existed identifiable
audio-visual recordings from each of the individual Zoom interviews until they were
transcribed, verified for accuracy, and de-identified, and the original recordings deleted.
Complete confidentiality during this time could not be guaranteed due to the possibility
of my computer being stolen and hacked and/or a data security breach of OneDrive. I
assessed the likelihood of a breach of confidentiality as low and the
magnitude/seriousness as moderate because the topics discussed were not overtly
sensitive and the participants were not high-profile individuals.
To maintain participant confidentiality upon reporting the findings, I analyzed and
aggregated the data to report general trends. Where necessary to illustrate a larger
thematic finding, specific quotes from interviews are reported, but I either replaced
participant names with pseudonyms or did not provide a name at all. Furthermore, I
reported limited descriptive characteristics about the quote source to minimize possible
identification. In addition, some references to other potentially identifiable information
(e.g. hometown, schools, and fellow activists) were replaced with general descriptions
and/or pseudonyms.
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3.7

Analysis
I performed a 3-step, open, closed, and focused coding procedure to analyze the

data. First, I performed open coding analysis. Open coding involved exploring the data
line by line and identified themes and categories that seem of interest, then identifying
recurring themes within the data which seemed interesting or relevant to the research
(Esterberg, 2001). Second, I performed closed coding analysis. This involved combing
through the data to identify themes based on major findings from previous SLE research
(e.g. early childhood experiences in nature, witnessing environmental destruction, role
model) and themes based on the social/environmental positionality of participants. After
conducting open then focused coding analyses, I identified several key recurring themes.
In the third and final step, I performed focused coding analysis, which involved going
through the data with a focus on these key themes (Esterberg, 2001). The entire thematic
coding process involved reconceptualizing, renaming, reorganizing, separating, and
merging coding categories as the analysis progressed.

3.8

Qualitative Validity and Reliability
In qualitative research, validity means, “the researcher checks for the accuracy of

the findings by employing certain procedures” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 199). This
study employed 3 validity procedures: clarifying the researcher’s bias via reflexivity,
presenting discrepant information, and peer debriefing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Qualitative reliability suggests that the researcher’s approach is consistent (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). This research maintained reliability in transcriptions and coding.
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3.8.1 Validity: Researcher Bias
The relational positionality of the researcher informs all aspects of the research,
from design to data collection to interpretation (Crewell & Creswell, 2018; Bowman,
2020). Therefore, it is good practice for qualitative researchers to reflexively identify
their biases, values, and personal background or positionality that shape their
interpretations formed during a study, which helps maintain validity (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). The following is a brief discussion of how I addressed my own bias and
maintained validity in this study.
3.8.1.1 My Positionality
I identify as a former youth climate activist in Kentucky. The incredible identity
and leadership development and networking that I experienced as a young activist
between the ages of 16 and 23 years old were foundational to who I am today. This, in
part, is why I chose this topic for my graduate thesis research. I know firsthand the
positive impact Kentucky’s youth climate activism community can have on individuals
and communities to advance sustainability and social justice. I also know that Kentucky’s
youth climate activists can provide invaluable insight into the kinds of experiences and
opportunities that inspire and motivate action, as well as pathways for enacting solutions
to challenges related to climate change on regional and global scales. In my current
profession, I develop nonformal arts and environmental education opportunities for all
ages, in part with the goal of inspiring action to address climate change-related issues.
For all these reasons, I chose to dedicate my graduate thesis to listening to young people
who are addressing climate change in Kentucky.
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At the start of each interview, I summarized my identity and brief experiences
related to the topic. I shared that I am 28 years old and identify as a woman who is
White/of European descent. I also shared that I identify strongly as a Kentuckian, and
specifically from Frankfort, the state’s capital, because it increased my access to
legislators, changemaking opportunities, and a sense of belonging and agency within the
community. I became involved in environmental justice activism in high school through
Kentuckians for the Commonwealth and my school’s Earth Club. In college, I became a
campus representative and lead organizer with the Kentucky Student Environmental
Coalition, and helped launch the first Catalyst, a weeklong summer training camp for
young people interested in becoming environmental justice activists. Participating in
these organizations introduced me to lifelong friends and mentors, as well as to core
social justice concepts, such as anti-oppression, that have come to frame all aspects of my
life. I have also felt a strong connection to Frankfort and Kentucky’s social and
ecological communities, which fuels my continued action to care for our human and
more-than-human environment.
3.8.1.2 Reflexivity in the Memos
I practiced reflexivity in this study in that throughout the coding process, I kept
detailed, concise procedural and analytic memos to help inform my thoughts about the
emerging analysis and to keep a record of my progress (Esterberg, 2001). The procedural
memos kept track of what I did during coding, such as what categories were created,
rejected, and why (Esterberg, 2001). The analytic memos focus on the important
connections, ideas, and questions I was developing while I analyzed the data. These
memos helped me track how I developed my ideas and interpretations. Indeed, there are
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many participant SLE that are salient with my own SLE or are directly tied to initiatives
that I helped create as a young activist. On the other hand, participants shared several
SLE that do not resonate with my own experiences or perspectives, but that provided me
with new perspectives on the Kentucky youth climate activism community. Reflexivity in
the memos involved noting 1) how my past experiences tie me directly to the data, and 2)
how these past experiences may potentially shape my interpretations, such as leaning
toward certain themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 184).
3.8.2 Validity: Presenting Discrepant Information
Qualitative analysis and interpretation involve the presentation of broad themes to
demonstrate findings. A researcher gains credibility for a theme by providing specific
evidence that supports that theme. But in real life, there are always exceptions to the
general themes. This study presents discrepant information, when applicable, or evidence
that contradicts the presented themes in order to demonstrate a more valid account of
real-world findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
3.8.3 Validity: Peer Debriefing
As a graduate student, I am advised by a committee of 3 experts related to the
field of qualitative research and/or the research topic. These experts reviewed and asked
me questions throughout the study, which is known as peer debriefing (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). This extensive peer debriefing allowed for an interpretation beyond my
personal lens, which added to the study’s validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
3.8.4 Reliability: Transcriptions and Coding
This research maintains reliability in multiple ways. This report details every step I
took in the study process, including an appendix with the exact text used to recruit
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participants, gain informed consent, and the interview protocol. Based on this report,
other researchers should be able to follow the same procedures, which is a strong test for
reliability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Two other reliability procedures that this
research employed involve checking and editing transcriptions for obvious mistakes, and
ensuring that the codes generated are accurate. To ensure accuracy of coding, I kept
detailed procedural and analytical memos to track their coding process. These memos
helped to make sure that there was not a drift in the definition of codes and made it easy
for me to constantly compare the data with the codes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Furthermore, I was able to cross-check codes developed by other SLE researchers by
comparing their results to that of this study.

3.9

Study Limitations
The main limitation of this study is that the findings are descriptive and are not

generalizable beyond the participant population. However, the results can suggest trends
that may apply to other Kentucky youth climate activists, but with no certainty.
Furthermore, the race and ethnicity of the study participants does not reflect the racial
and ethnic diversity of the state. Considering this study uses the framework of
social/environmental positionality, which includes race and ethnicity, this is significantly
limiting. The snowball sampling recruitment procedures may be to blame for this
limitation. Some researchers criticize snowball sampling for its selection bias (Parker, et
al. 2019). Additionally, the recruitment and interview process of this study occurred in
the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. As participants mentioned in their interviews,
they have witnessed drastic reduction in participation in their own organizations due to
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the ramifications of the pandemic. This study may have had more participants had it
occurred during a less difficult time for the study population.
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
4.1

Social/Environmental Positionality: A Significant Life Experience (SLE)
I analyzed the findings of this study through the lens of social/environmental

positionality, which examines how one’s social positionality and environmental identity
(identity constructed in relation to specific environments) help to analyze the socially
constructed ways that humans perceive the environment (Ceaser, 2015). Specifically, the
findings reveal that social/environmental marginality is a SLE in and of itself. This is
similar to Ceaser’s (2018) findings of SLE of youth engaged in an environmental justice
service-learning program. Participants who experienced social/environmental marginality
are those who have firsthand experiences of social and environmental injustices (Ceaser,
2018). Examples of such experiences from study participants included being displaced by
Hurricane Katrina and growing up with unsafe drinking and bathing water in eastern
Kentucky. I threaded my analyses of participants’ social/environmental positionality,
including marginality and privilege, throughout the themes outlined in this chapter.

4.2

How Participants Define Themselves
The first research question of this study explored how Kentucky youth climate

activists defined themselves and the work they have done to address climate change.
Participants talked about their work to address climate change almost exclusively as a
social issue. First, I will discuss how participants framed climate change as an issue that
impacts everyone in the world. They perceived that climate change impacts the social
groups and other issues that concern them, making the work intersectional. Second, I will
present how participants labeled themselves in their work to address climate change.
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Most participants did not identify as an activist, but rather a diversity of labels such as
educator, organizer, and abolitionist. Also, I will discuss whether participants identified
with the youth climate movement. Finally, I will share how participants defined “youth”
and “young” in their work to address climate change in Kentucky. Table 4.1 summarizes
the number of participants that exhibited each theme.
Table 4.1 How Participants Define Their Climate Activism
Theme
No. of Participants
Everything is a Climate Issue
7
The Label: Activist, Organizer, and More
Organizer
4
Activist
3
Abolitionist
2
Educator
2
Accomplice
1
Artist
1
Student
1
Part of the Movement
4

Throughout the remainder of this chapter, I will share participants’ quotes to
demonstrate themes. Some participants placed particular emphasis on certain words
during their interview. I italicized those words in this text to portray participants’ speech
as accurately as possible.
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4.2.1 “Everything’s a climate issue…”
The young Kentuckians in this study framed climate change as an issue that
impacts everyone, everywhere. Several participants viewed climate change as a global
issue. For example, Connor shared:
...climate change is a global issue to me. ... I’m like a proud American, you know,
[and] there is a tendency to try to just focus on local solutions. But in any
environmental field, especially climate change, everyone’s going to be affected in
random ways. And it’s - the only solution seems to be a collaborative thing. A
global collaboration...
For Connor, climate change impacted everyone in the world, and therefore the solution
should take that into account. Some participants framed this universality of impact as a
reason for anyone to get involved in addressing climate change. One reason that Cameron
was initially drawn to climate change work was “because everybody’s impacted by
climate change. So we should all care about it. I mean, you can bring like wherever
you’re at to the climate movement, I think.” Mac shared a similar sentiment about being
involved in work that addresses climate change:
Like even if you're new to it, even if you're like a person who's been doing it for
ages, there are so many different ways to be a part of organizing, in especially
climate work. And especially because it touches every single person.
A main characteristic of climate change for these participants was that climate change
impacts everyone. This made the work not only appealing to the participants, but also
provided a reason for other people to become engaged in the work in their own unique
ways.
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Furthermore, participants understood that climate change impacts the social
groups and other issues that concerned them, making the work intersectional. Participants
expressed that their work to address climate change intersected with racial justice,
Indigenous rights, disability rights, public health, health care, LGBTQ+ justice,
reproductive justice, racial justice, immigrant justice, education, environmental justice,
community and economic development for women and children, labor justice, and
environmental racism. Most participants were involved with other social justice issues
before climate change and through different SLE realized how climate change intersected
with and underscored those social justice issues, thereby inspiring them to frame their
work through a climate justice lens. For example, Gabriella shared:
...I’m seeing how large-scale climate change has an effect on like these groups immigrants, for example - that I’ve cared so much about, and that it's like, it's all
underscored by climate change. Like we're all going to be affected, like nothing
matters if we don't save the planet! … I think that kind of all of my passions have
just been like, a layer has been added, or maybe like I’m peeling back the layers,
in terms of climate.
Other participants who had experienced housing insecurity connected climate justice and
housing justice. One participant explained:
So when it comes to housing justice and the climate crisis, it's like people lose
their homes to these weather events, you know? They're they're knocked off their
feet, you know? You, you have to then figure out where's the new money going to
come in, like where - how am I going to get to work, now that I’m on the other
side of town? Um can I go back to work? Um. It's all very, like, interrelated, you
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know? So … everyone deserves a home, everyone deserves a place to like create
and produce. And I mean if you if that's taken away from you, you have the right
to demand that back you know. It's not your fault…
Participants’ lived experiences such housing insecurity exacerbated by climate change are
examples of how social/environmental marginality is a SLE.
4.2.2 The Label: Activist, Organizer, and More
Participants adopted a diversity of labels to describe their work to address climate
change. Most participants identified with multiple labels and embraced that complexity in
their work to address climate change in Kentucky. The most common label was
“organizer” (4 participants), followed by the label “activist” (3 participants). However,
the label “activist” was strongly disputed among participants. Some participants actively
denied taking on that label for specific reasons, even when others may have viewed them
as activists. The third most common labels were “educator” and “abolitionist” (2
participants each). And the fourth most common labels were “accomplice,” “student,”
and “artist” (1 participant each).
The most common label among participants was “organizer” because it was
inclusive of a diversity of work. Still, one participant did not think this work needed to
be confined to a label.
I don't think there would be any one word that I would choose. I think it would be
a number of words, like abolitionist for sure, activist, organizer. There are many
things that could be used to describe the kind of work that we're all doing and I
don't think that, for me, there needs to be any one specific one. … I’m just doing
work that I’m passionate about...
55

On the other hand, Connor and Megan identified with the term “organizer,” but not
“activist,” based on the work that they perceived activists did. Connor shared:
Not, not an activist at all. Just because I see like what actual activists do, and that
seems really exhausting to me. That's like the outreach kind of thing. And I know
people who do that and I like support them on that, but I’m definitely more the
organizer type.
Megan viewed activists as people who did more talking than work, and therefore she
identified with “organizer,” even though people sometimes called her an activist. She
explained:
I stick to organizer because activist feels very like, “I do a lot of talking.” And I
do a lot more work than I do talking. But um. I feel like organizing involves
activism to a certain level, so I just kind of I kind of tend to stick to the term
organizer. A lot of people call me an activist, though. ... Just ‘cuz I am always
running my mouth.
While Megan did not identify as an activist, she recognized that activism was part of
organizing. She explained that organizing was more representative of the diversity of
work that she has done, while the term activist was limiting.
One participant, Rob, identified as an activist, but not to the public. He more
commonly identified as a student. Rob said:
I guess I would consider myself an activist. I don't think I’m like an activist like
Greta. I think I’m like an activist and also a student. I think those would be my 2
like identifying labels. Like if somebody was like, “Oh, what do you do?” I’d be
like, “Oh, I’m a student.” So I don't think I’d even say like, “Oh, I’m an
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activist.”...I think there's just like a negative connotation when you say, “Oh, I’m
an activist.” People are like, “Oh, he's like uh, I wanna Molotov cocktail a cop car
type of guy.” So yeah.
Rob’s response reveals 2 important characteristics of the label “activist.” Firstly, he
perceived that an activist was a label you must live up to. This was evident in that Rob
identified as an activist, but not at the same level as Greta Thunberg, the world renowned
Swedish teenage climate activist (Fisher & Nasrin, 2020). Secondly, Rob perceived that
the public thought someone who was an activist was violent or radical in their actions. He
chose not to identify as an activist in public because of this perceived negative
connotation. On one hand, Rob upheld activists like Greta Thunberg as an ideal or
positive example. On the other hand, he thought the public perceived activists as not ideal
or negative actors. Personally, Rob identified as an activist, but not publicly. This duality
and tension that the label “activist” has represented was common among participants.
Cameron realized that their work to address climate change might have fallen
within the category of work that an organizer did, but they did not identify with that label.
They explained:
I feel like organizers and activists, it's something that they're like, I guess just like
someone that spends more time on it. Organizing isn't like a main part of my life;
it's just something I do because I care about [my organization] and my community
... I guess I am organizing, just on like a small scale, but there's also like – I don’t
know – like I’m not an organizer. That's not what I want to do.
Cameron’s quote signaled a transition period in their work to address climate change.
They perceived that the activist or organizer work they had been doing was necessary to
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support their organization and community, but it was not the work that they wanted to be
doing. Therefore, they did not identify with the label activist or organizer.
In contrast, Alicia explained that she did not identify with the label activist
because it did not align with her approach to work that addresses climate change. She
shared:
I think the term activist... it like makes me think that like it's just work that's
never-ending. Like you're just completely active ‘n like, uh, you know, takes
away like the meaningfulness of the activity you're doing, if that makes sense. It's
just like, “Oh, they’re just, they're just like, they're always going to be active, like
they always gonna have something to bitch and holler about.”
Instead, Alicia labeled herself as an abolitionist and organizer. She used the label
organizer in more professional spaces, while abolitionist was a label that she had recently
come to terms with. Alicia painted the work that activists did as exhausting or draining,
and the work that she did as an organizer and abolitionist as healing and transformative.
Again, Alicia’s explanation demonstrated that participants’ labels may shift and change
over time.
Cameron framed their work to address climate change as an artist and accomplice.
In the context of race and social justice work, being an accomplice represents a step
beyond being an ally (Schafranek, 2020). According to Schafranek (2020), “...an
accomplice is someone who assists others in creating a space of inclusion, equity, and
safety for all, often at the risk of their own social and/or professional standing and
physical well-being.” Many people label Cameron as an activist, but Cameron said the
work they do “is just what people should be doing.” Alicia’s identity as an abolitionist
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and Cameron’s identity as an accomplice underscored how participants characterized
their work to address climate change as intersectional with other social justice goals and
interests.
4.2.3 Part of the Movement
Most of the participants, 4 out of 7, identified as being part of a climate change or
climate justice movement. What that meant looked differently for each participant. For
example, one participant identified as part of a global climate movement but recognized
that others may not identify him as part of the movement. He shared:
I don't see it as like I’m part of an in-group that is working towards something
better. Like I don't really collaborate with a bunch of other young people to take
on these issues like an activist might. Just I’m doin’ my thing and I’ve had this
philosophy. I can vote, I can vote with my vote. And then make personal choices
in my life and then work toward that in my work. But that's the extent to it, I
guess.
Another participant shared a similar sentiment. She explained:
Yeah. I do [identify as part of the climate movement]. I have some friends who
like are doing really big things, climate advocacy-wise. And part of me, like, feels
really bad because I wasn't as involved as I could have been like in undergrad
or...high school. But I really think that all in good time, sister. I think that this
work found me when I needed it and, I mean, I’m still finding this work when it
needs it. And so, I feel a part of the movement. I feel like I have my own role in
the movement, if that makes sense.
In contrast, other participants did not identify with the (global) climate justice movement.
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One participant identified instead with a people’s movement or mutual aid
movement. She perceived the global climate movement as looking to renewable energy
as the solution, which she did not identify as the solution. Furthermore, she focused her
work on creating equitable community-based systems to support people in the wake of
climate change’s impacts. Another participant aligned more with the environmental
movement. One participant explained that she viewed her work to address climate change
as both local and global in scale, but did not overtly say whether she identified as part of
the climate movement.
Some of the participants in this study identified with the (global) climate
movement and others did not or did not commit to an answer. This suggests that among
young Kentuckians working to address climate change, their work is valid regardless of
their identity within a climate movement or a movement in general. Just as participants’
labels may change over time, so may their identity as part of or not part of a movement.
4.2.4 Youth Versus Young
While participants generally identified as being young or young adults, most
did not self-identify as “youth.” One participant shared that now that they were 20 years
old, they no longer identified with the youth climate movement because they considered
themselves an adult. Other participants explained that there was a difference between
“youth organizers” and themselves in terms of their maturity and what they were capable
of or willing to do in their climate change work. Firstly, one participant identified “youth
organizers” as “a person that's like, let’s say, 14 to 17 that actively engages with their
youth community...to mobilize the youth.” There was a perception among some
participants that “youth organizers” lack the skills, knowledge, and desire to engage in
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actions outside of youth spaces. For example, one participant shared that an organization
in Louisville that had many youth organizers as members was “struggling with getting
people to engage with Black folks [because] they don’t want to go into the West end
where, you know, a big bulk of the environmental problem is happening.” This same
participant went on to question the efficacy of youth in organizing work if they could not
engage with people who were different from themselves.
Other participants explained that youth organizers expected to be led by the young
adults in the group. One participant shared their experience being a young adult that led
youth in their climate organization:
...where we were in college and so many... members are high schoolers, like I
literally felt like I was the kids’ mom... Like, I literally, like, I’m parenting these
children at this point. ‘Cuz- I like mentoring. But when it's to the point where,
like, they don't do anything without asking you first if it makes sense, it's like, you
gotta have some sort of - Like I get it. You're young, so you're very questionable
of yourself, but like, you gotta have some sort of “let's just freakin’ do it” attitude
about yourself if you're going to organize, otherwise you're gonna drive
everybody crazy. Like constantly after like, “Does this make sense? Is this okay?
Do you think this’ll work?” It's like, just do it. And if it doesn't work, then it
doesn't work. Very much holding their hand.
This difference in responsibilities, expectation, and confidence set young adult organizers
apart from youth organizers within some Kentucky organizations that worked to address
climate change. Furthermore, other participants reflected on their time as high schoolers
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in a climate change organization. The following participant was a youth organizer with
this organization when it dissolved. They explained:
You know, I’m not like saying I'm trying to like absolve myself... But I also think
I was in high school, and there was like adults in the room and, you know, that
doesn’t mean I couldn’t have been better or done better and like contributed
more... Nobody exactly was really like leading by example, either, if that makes
sense.
Again, there was a perception of youth organizers as separate from the young adults in
the organization.
Study participants most commonly identified as “young.” Some participants
strongly did not identify as “youth,” due to their past experiences working with youth
organizers or having previously identified as youth organizers before aging out. This
study suggests that among young people who are working to address climate change in
Kentucky, there is a difference in labeling an activist as youth versus young. For this
reason, I use both “youth” and “young” to describe participants for the remainder of this
study.

4.3

How Participants Define Their Work: Tactics and Job Responsibilities
This study did not limit the definition of the type of work that counts in

addressing climate change, but rather made the space for participants to define it
themselves through describing their tactics, actions, and responsibilities. Participants
shared that a key characteristic of working to address climate change is that there is room
for everyone in the work, with everyone's unique skills, talents, and interests. This
diversity of ways to get involved was reflected in participants’ variety of tactics to
62

address climate change in Kentucky. Participants have been engaging in the work
through the arts, formal and nonformal education, mutual aid, community organizing,
research, and campus sustainability. Many participants have done this work through
organizations or institutions, such as their employer and nonprofit organizations. Table
4.2 summarizes the number of participants that exhibited each theme.
Table 4.2 How Participants Define Their Work to Address Climate Change
Themes
No. of Participants
Personal Lifestyle Choices
3
Campus Sustainability
4
Politics
4
Direct Action
4
Mutual Aid
4
Starting, Managing, and Sustaining Organizations 6
Education
7
I return to the 3 forms of dissent – dutiful, disruptive, and transformative – that I
outlined in Chapter 2. O’Brien, et al.’s (2018) study with youth climate activists in
Norway explained the “three interrelated ways of dissenting from the policies, systems,
and relationships that contribute to climate change,” which I referred to as dutiful dissent,
disruptive dissent, and transformative dissent (p. 5). Dutiful dissent acts within existing
systems or power structures to affect change (p. 9). In this study, participants engaged in
dutiful dissent via personal lifestyle changes, campus sustainability initiatives, and
politics. Disruptive dissent seeks to change existing political and economic structures,
challenge power relationships, and bring attention to dimensions of equity and justice (p.
9). Study participants engaged in disruptive dissent via direct action, including protests,
bird-dogging politicians, rallies, marches, climate strikes, media, and coalition building.
Transformative dissent creates new and alternative systems that seek to subvert existing
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power structures by mobilizing people around new norms and values (p. 9). Young
people enacting transformative dissent are creating futures of care, solidarity, and
cooperation, often aligning with post development, anti-consumerist, and anti-capitalist
philosophies (p. 7). Participants in this study engaged in transformative dissent via
mutual aid, or community care, practices among members of their organization and with
their local communities. I conceptualize transformative dissent as a way young
Kentuckians are adapting to the current and future impacts of climate change.
Participants starting, managing, and sustaining organizations represent a blend of
disruptive and transformative dissent. Finally, participants engaging in education –
specifically environmental education, higher education, and popular education –
represent a blend of dutiful and transformative dissent.
4.3.1 Personal Lifestyle Choices
A few participants articulated that part of their work to address climate change in
Kentucky was through their personal lifestyle choices to enact change by living more
sustainably and voting. I categorize personal lifestyle changes as a form of dutiful
dissent, in that participants work within existing systems to try and affect change. One
participant summarized, “I can vote, I can vote with my vote. And then make personal
choices in my life and then work toward that in my work.” He viewed his voting habits,
personal lifestyle choices, and his career as ways to affect positive change for the climate.
Another participant shared some of the personal lifestyle changes that she has made to
live a more sustainable life:
I installed a clothesline in my house … I’m eating less meat. And I feel like being
where I am now and eating more locally grown, organic produce has been healing
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my body. And, I mean… it’s really easy for me to compost and recycle. But
overall, I mean, I try to just like consume less. I think that’s like the biggest thing
I tell people and the biggest thing I try to do. … And like making my own soaps
and like bug repellant and like salves so that I’m not using as much like single-use
plastics or chemicals.
She has also starting to think about financial investments that do not invest money in the
fossil fuel industry. This participant admitted that while these personal lifestyle changes
did not likely make a big difference for the climate, they did have a positive impact on
her personal health, right now and in the future. She said, “...at least like the lifestyle
changes that I’m learning and, especially, like the connection to nature that I’m building,
I think, continue to be really comforting in the face of what's a really scary potential
future.” Two participants suggested that personal lifestyle changes like this will help
them adapt to future challenges, such as climate change.
4.3.2 Campus Sustainability
Another form of participants’ dutiful dissent was campus sustainability initiatives,
which involved reducing the impact a specific institution’s campus activities have on
exacerbating climate change. One participant’s first action to address climate change was
to “have a pasta dinner” to raise funds to purchase solar panels for a local high school.
Another participant’s first action to address climate change was launching an “idle free”
campaign at their high school. Two participants were actively engaged in jobs related to
campus sustainability at the time of their interview. They have focused on tactics such as
conducting a greenhouse gas inventory, setting carbon neutrality goals, investigating
sustainable paper company options, writing newsletter articles about sustainable lifestyle
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changes, and leading invasive plant species removal. All these campus sustainability
initiatives are examples of dutiful dissent, as they work within existing systems and
power structures to affect change.
4.3.3 Politics
Some participants worked with politicians to affect change, which is another form
of dutiful dissent, in that it relies on existing power structures and political systems.
Participants’ tactics ranged from sharing their personal experiences with City
Commissioners, volunteering on Charles Booker’s Senate campaign, lobbying local and
state politicians to commit to pro-climate change legislation, and lobbying for the Green
New Deal on a national level at the Capitol in Washington, D.C. One participant listed
some of the political work he did with Kentucky politicians: “We got the mayor to sign
up to declare a climate emergency... And we got like [the] Mayor..., Charles Booker, and
Morgan McGarvey and [a councilmember] to sign the No Fossil Fuel Money pledge,
which was also really cool.” At a national level, most participants cited work they did to
encourage politicians to sign onto the Green New Deal. For example, Rob shared that one
of his friends went to Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi’s office after the midterm
election to discuss supporting the Green New Deal. Overall, participants’ work with
politicians involved asking them to do something with their position of power to address
climate change.
4.3.4 Direct Action
Disruptive dissent seeks to change existing political and economic structures,
challenge power relationships, and bring attention to dimensions of equity and justice
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while focusing on the underlying layers of climate change (O’Brien, et al., 2018). Study
participants engaged in disruptive dissent via direct action, including protests, birddogging politicians, (deep) canvassing, rallies, marches, school and city-wide climate
strikes, social media, and coalition building. Cameron described direct action experiences
with their organization:
…I went to an action with [my organization] in DC where we like stood in like, I
guess, basically like Congress and like down all of their offices and like stayed in
like a church overnight with these people. We like sang in Congress in like the
Congressional Hall about like how our futures are being destroyed. And a bunch
of people got arrested. … But yeah um we did like climate strikes from school,
we helped organize that. Getting like young people to like show their support for
the Green New Deal and for climate activism and how much we care about our
futures that were like skip school or walk out of school for it.
This quote paints a dynamic picture of the variety of direct actions young people have
taken to address climate change. They have involved actions in the United States Capitol
(singing and protesting in the Congressional Hall) as well as locally at their Kentucky
high schools (climate strikes).
Another participant described another direct action tactic, climate change deep
canvassing, which has been gaining ground in Kentucky through a statewide
organization. She explained:
...basically it's, it's using that canvassing model. But it's in a way where we're just
basically trying to have conversations with Kentuckians, either at the doors or on
phone on to basically flesh out their, like, consensus on the whole [climate
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change] issue, you know, um. Have they been impacted by any major weather
event? Do they know anyone that has? Do they believe that we should be
investing in in new infrastructure? Is basically what it is. Um and it's just kind of
using a scale model, you know, put yourself...1 to 10 on, you know, how
concerned you are. We kind of just start from there. So it's just kind of building
data.
The goal has been to share climate change stories with Kentuckians to build grassroots
power to support a just transition and climate change legislation that reflects the needs
and desires of Kentuckians. This participant explained that so far, many Kentuckians with
whom she has spoken did not believe in climate change, so much of the deep canvassing
work has been about reframing the conversation about climate change to reflect
infrastructure needs.
4.3.4.1 Social Media
Social media has been integral to participants’ direct action tactics. Study
participants used social media to recruit people to join actions, spread awareness about
climate change issues, and create the image that young people care about climate change.
Megan explained that she recruited people to actions by “sending [details] to people’s
DMs, putting it on my page, and putting [it] on my story…” and spread information by
“making infographics” that she also shared on social media. Cameron reflected that one
organization “was very like centered on using social media well and…crafting their
image in a certain way…That was a lot of the work, like creating an image that young
people like cared.” Some organizations rely on using social media to amplify their
messaging.
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4.3.4.2 Coalition Building
Another important piece to participants’ direct action work in Kentucky
was collaboration and coalition building. Some participants were involved in Kentuckybased “hubs” of the national Sunrise Movement. One of them explained how hubs across
different cities in the United States would collaborate:
... we would get on like collaborative calls with people in other Hubs and other
cities um doing the same action and just trying to, you know, figure out how they
were doin’ it and how we were doin’ it and what ways we thought that we can all,
you know, what we all thought would be the most effective way.
Several participants shared examples of how different organizations led by young people
would attend each other's actions, co-organize direct actions, and present at each other’s
meetings about opportunities for collaboration. One participant provided an example of
simply sharing resources such as books and podcasts as a way to collaborate.
Even during the interviews, participants tried to collaborate with me, the
researcher. This is likely because I shared my story about being a young person
addressing climate change in Kentucky, and often the organizations and people I have
worked with intersected with their own. Each participant took time to figure out if or how
my networks intersected with theirs, invited me to actions and other opportunities, and
shared resources and recommendations for me to continue my work.
Cameron described coalition building - “building networks and alliances” - as one
of the main tactics of the organization they work with. They explained how the
organization collaborated with their network virtually and in-person.
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There is like trainings and events and like actions you get to do and it's meeting
all these like really cool people from across the state that are organizing... [My
organization] like is normally like, just like a network of people, and a lot of our
meetings are like online or over Discord. And, or like just text. ... Like the
[gathering] is like where we get to like all see each other in person and like hang
out and like create that community and like see that coalition in real life.
Finally, a few participants shared examples of direct actions that were organized
by coalitions of people across interests, such as climate change and racial justice. One
participant explained an action they attended in Detroit, Michigan with their Kentucky
organization:
I think the last like big action I went to was in Detroit. And we- There was a lot of
like connecting our work with other peoples’. And centering more like racial
justice and things like that. And bringing like, like a coalition of people together,
like all of the hubs and stuff, at least like in the Midwest to demonstrate and like
all marching together and walking the streets and showing our power.
This was an example of participants building coalitions with young people across the
Midwest to organize and show up for a direct action in solidarity with those fighting for
racial justice. Coalition building such as this example demonstrates, again, how
participants view this work as intersectional.
4.3.5 Mutual Aid: Adapting to an Uncertain Future
Participants in this study have engaged in transformative dissent via mutual aid,
or community care, practices among members of their organizations and with their local
communities. Participants have also been creating new and alternative systems that
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subvert existing power structures by mobilizing people around new norms and values.
One participant explained the mutual aid efforts she has led in her community:
[My mutual aid efforts] are basically using popular education and wellness
training and outreach to basically create a more interdependent and sustainable
environment for all of us. ... I very much just believe in just doing things that I’ve
never done before, or at least did outside of like the current things that we are
already in. And my work, you know, I think really is trying to go for that. I'm
trying to teach people how to build survival skills for their own and how to
educate themselves on, you know, what's happening so that they can make
informed decisions on their own. Not from a system that can’t even agree on how
to handle a pandemic, where to allocate funds, even for, you know, those things
are uh just put in place to waste time, uh, and you know, when you got family to
feed and you got shit to do, you don't have time for that. So, you know, how, how
do you make time for yourself? You know, how do you ensure that you are
growing spiritually, physically, creatively, um, because that's what we were all
put here to do, you know? ... so I think I’m more along the lines I guess if we're
looking at the continuum of like in what ways will our climate change and how
can we provide for ourselves accordingly?
Not only has this participant started to build the infrastructure and knowledge to
empower community members to provide resources for one another; she has
also empowered her community to adapt to the current and future impacts of climate
change.
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Other participants have been involved in an organization that functions as
transformative dissent in the way that they treat fellow members and the future they are
working to build in Kentucky. One of those participants shared that this organization
taught them about “accountability and mutual aid” and the idea of taking care of one
another. Through this organization, another participant has been “really, really excited” to
make work to address climate change in Kentucky “more equitable and just and working
against the systems that are in place.” This participant further explained these ideas with
the metaphor of being “sugar in concrete.”
And it's not, it's not required of us to rely upon the few who don't care about the
many. Really, I love the idea of like sugar in concrete. That circumventing the
system to make it, make what we need work for us, and to get it. … If you put
sugar in concrete, it ruins. It ruins the whole batch. They have to make more. It's a
form of protest. ...They've done it in multiple places, but like to stop things from
being built. And like, I just think that's so neat because it's just like a little bit, like
a small amount of something can really impact so much. ... Like it's a way around.
It's a way around that, in my opinion. And a way through it and a way to show
that that's not the only way that things can work. And, especially when it's not
taking the needs of people into account. And especially if it's not taking, you
know, like how. Yeah. Just not taking into account how everything affects people.
So I just. Yeah. I like the idea of being sugar in concrete.
This participant talked about the work in a way that directly aligned with transformative
dissent, in that it circumvents (“It’s a way around...”) existing systems and structures to
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create what people need and demonstrates to people that alternatives are possible (“...a
way to show that that’s not the only way that things can work”).
At the end of this chapter, I present participants’ visions for the future. The
participants who have been enacting transformative dissent have maintained a vision for
the future that is anti-capitalist, which aligns with O’Brien, et al.’s (2018) study with
Norwegian youth climate activists. In bypassing existing and dominant systems,
participants try to enact alternatives focused on community care or mutual aid,
cooperation, and justice.
4.3.6 Starting, Managing, and Sustaining Organizations
Another important part of participants’ work to address climate change in
Kentucky was starting, managing, and sustaining organizations. Participants described
this as hard, serious work that involves strategy; adaptation; strong interpersonal
communication; setting clear goals, values, vision, and policies; creating and hiring
positions; marketing; research; fundraising; event planning; curriculum development;
scheduling and facilitating meetings; and member recruitment. Participants in this study
had experiences as members, leaders, and employees of several Kentucky organizations
and groups that are addressing climate change. One participant described a part of their
work was establishing policies in line with the organization’s values. He explained:
...so figuring out like different things like accommodations or how to have a nonhierarchical organization, but also have things like policies in place because we
don't have like an HR. Or like it's predominantly member-led, so what do you do
if there's not a whole lot of active members at any given time? So, like just
learning how to change and evolve as other things are changing and evolving.
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Participants shared that while the day-to-day tasks of running organizations were not
always exciting, “it feels important and it’s nice to be doing it with people that also care a
lot about [the organization].” Undoubtedly, the tasks involved in running these
organizations are central to young people’s work to address climate change.
Some of the organizations that the study participants have been involved in are
local chapters or hubs of national organizations. For example, Kentucky Youth Climate
Strike was originally affiliated with the National Climate Strike organization. “And then
the National Climate Strike kind of fell apart,” one participant explains, “so we just kept
our Kentucky Youth Climate Strike. Like we were our… own group.” Sometimes,
running organizations involved adapting to shifting hierarchies in terms of the
organization's involvement with national affiliates. Sunrise Movement is a perfect
example of a national organization that has local hubs in cities across Kentucky. One
participant explained what they remember about the structure of Sunrise Movement
hubs:
So there's like hub coordinators that sort of are in contact with national, but it's
very much like, it's pretty loose in that like there is like a national, like, a national
central hub, I guess, and like a hub that controls like all of the messaging that's
going out and like the action that they do and their image and all that. But hubs
can sort of either do, like, what national is doing or planning on organizing and
being like in communication with them, or you can do like your own thing, your
own sort of like events or organizing under the Sunrise name, as long as it's like in
line with their principles. This is just like from what I know because I haven't
been with Sunrise in a while, but that's how it was when I organized with them.
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And you kind of just create a hub. You have to have like – the only thing is you
only need 3 people to start a hub and there's like different roles… I know Hub
Coordinator’s one of them. … And you can like start organizing using their
principles and their actions and stuff that they send out.
From what this participant remembers about their time with Sunrise Movement, the
national organization provided a framework of principles for organizing as well as
suggested actions and marketing materials that local hubs can choose to participate in or
use as they wish. This same participant helped start a Sunrise Hub in their city after
attending a national Sunrise Movement action in the United States capital of Washington,
D.C.:
It was like 50 like high schoolers, you know, from Kentucky that just showed up.
And so we were like, well, we clearly care about this a lot. There's a lot of people
that care about it, so we took all of those people that came to D.C. and started a
hub because we were like, clearly there's interest here. It’s silly that we don't have
one. So yeah that's why we started that.
This participants’ work involved recognizing the need or desire among fellow young
people to address climate change in Kentucky, then taking the initiative to help start a
hub in their city.
Participants have been starting, managing, and sustaining organizations, which
has been difficult work. Not only has this work been logistically difficult and required a
variety of skills and tasks, the topic of climate change has also been challenging. Alicia
explained, “When people’s values and beliefs are being challenged and stuff like that, it’s
serious work.” These organizations have been working to mobilize people to take action
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to address climate change, which often has required people to change their behaviors and
beliefs and recognize their own responsibility in addressing the issue. Participants
explained that this can be particularly challenging in Kentucky.
4.3.7 Education
Many study participants were engaged in education as a central part of their work
to address climate change in Kentucky. Specifically, they engaged in 3 types of
education: environmental education, higher education, and popular education.
Participants’ tactics within environmental education and higher education were similar to
dutiful dissent tactics, because they were working within existing educational systems to
inspire personal/individual behavioral change. Participants’ approach to popular
education was both dutiful and transformative dissent. While the popular education
tactics used were working within existing systems to inspire individual change, the
framework of popular education was also dismantling systems of power among colearners to inspire new values of community care, solidarity, equality, and justice.
Popular education was introducing an alternative way to learn and act together, to
mobilize with one another. Therefore, participants’ educational tactics were examples of
dutiful and transformative dissent in Kentucky.
4.3.7.1 Environmental Education
One of the participants addressed climate change in Kentucky through nonformal
environmental education opportunities, such as speaker series, a climate change-themed
book club, and partnerships with other environmental education organizations. She
explained how her work as an environmental educator addressed climate change.
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I think it's all about connecting those dots. And I think I’ve learned this past year
from another mentor of mine that I’ve gained while here that, I mean, everybody
says that education is the most powerful way to change behavior, to change like
generational habits, and to move forward with any kind of topic. I think because
I’m not from this area, I’ve come to learn and appreciate that a lot of kids that
grow up in [this county] will stay in [this county], and will have their kids in [this
county] who will stay in [this county]. And so, when we talk about launching the
partnership...to bring them to a stream to learn about, like, how direct like point or
non-point source pollution is not the biggest threat to our streams. In fact,
removing habitat and losing like tree cover is more of a threat because our
macroinvertebrates species are dying with elevated water temperatures um. ...But
teaching, like teaching kids foundations of that, I think, has a lot of potential to
change how whole communities interact with the environment around them,
which has like insane ramifications for how we're interacting the climate, right?
… and I think that really like getting into the nitty gritty of what some of that
means and how we can maybe not use chemicals in our gardens and how, like,
how much potential that has to restore our soils, which capture carbon. Like, I just
think that, like, learning and establishing foundations for some of those ideas is
really critical to developing an engaged community and an engaged electorate
that's going to be voting on people that make policies for our climate. You know?
So, to me, that's one of the biggest connectors.
This participant shared that helping people establish a relationship with nature helps build
a foundation to care about how their actions affect the environment, including how they
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contribute to climate change. She also found value in the idea that young people who
learn environmentally responsible behaviors now will pass that onto their future
generations, which had a particularly strong impact in the county she works in because
many families remain in the county for generations. Therefore, she said that this
environmental education work had the potential to impact the whole community.
Specifically, she talked about helping to facilitate “an engaged community and an
engaged electorate that’s going to be voting on people that make policies for our
climate.” The behavioral change that this participant hoped to incite through her
environmental education work was to inspire individual/personal lifestyle changes,
including voting, which operates within the existing political system. As a form of dutiful
dissent, environmental education laid the foundation for individual behavior change.
4.3.7.2 Higher Education
Two participants considered the work they have done in higher education as work
that addresses climate change in Kentucky. One of those participants cited educational
opportunities for college students and faculty as part of his work on climate change. He
explained why higher education is an effective route to address climate change.
What I do want is like the outreach education side, where we're like creating
capacity within students and even faculty and just getting people aware of the
issues. ...The professors are teaching and they have a lot of influence there. That's
probably what I think it's - that's why I kind of am interested in working in Higher
Ed is because they have a huge impact that they can change people's perceptions.
They can give meaning, give students the experience that I had. Where they can
make people aware of an issue, and then they end up dedicating, you know, a
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career to it because of that experience. So you have more of an impact there: if
you can flip 3 people to your side through the classroom, that sounds nefarious
but. Um. They have a lot of impact. …
This participant related his SLE of learning from professors in the classroom, and his
subsequent decision to dedicate his career to sustainability, as a reason why higher
education was an effective way to inspire people to act on climate change. This dutiful
dissent operated within existing systems of higher education and politics to inspire
individuals’ behavioral change.
The other participant cited her undergraduate thesis research focused on labor
justice for coal miners in eastern Kentucky, which she has continued informally through a
just transition lens, as her primary work on climate change. She explained:
...because that’s what my research really revolves around, like how coal miners
and coal towns have been completely destroyed by people deciding what that they
want cleaner energy, but then not actually doing anything for the people who –
their jobs were not in that industry.
This participant’s primary work to address climate change in Kentucky was sharing the
research she did in undergrad as well as her personal experiences as a climate organizer
with other young people through workshops at which she is invited to present. The higher
education opportunities that these participants shared have both been integral to their
current work to address climate change, and SLE in their own life journey to commit to
this work.
4.3.7.3 Popular Education
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One of the participants’ main outreach tactics was through trainings offered by
their organization that use popular education methods to educate and mobilize young
people to act in their communities and in the state. Cameron reflected on their
experiences participating in these popular education methods:
I also like [this organization’s] style of like educating, like popular education I
think is what they call it. And it meets people where they're at and it's engaging
and it's not like, you know. I feel like very like traditional teaching is very like,
“I’m the teacher. I know what I’m talking about and you listen. Listen to me and
write down everything I say,” whereas I feel like [this organization's] trainings
and like style of education is a much broader conversation and being like, “I have
this information that I want to share with you. What do you think? How can I do
better? What do you, like, what are you taking from this?” And it also like builds
community, I think.
This represents transformational dissent in that it is creating an environment that operates
outside of traditional, existing educational systems and power dynamics. In popular
education, everyone is a teacher and a student. The process of popular education raises
awareness and finds commonality among participants’ lived experiences, with the idea of
inspiring collective action. One participant shared an example of this organization’s
popular education methods through a visioning activity:
So basically, it's like in order to have like – in order to like you know - if we're
going - we're putting all this work in to create this future. Well, what does that
future look like? Let's draw it! Let's talk about that. Because we can't be doing all
of this like really hard - in terms of like, just like difficult work - and not like
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know where you want to end up. So basically, it's like putting that into words or
pictures or like however works best for you. It's also kind of like taking principles
of like a just transition in that we want to be like breaking down the bad stuff but
also like building the new things, and like seeing what that looks like. And in
order to have like a radical like transformative future, we have to imagine
radically and like think - we have to like believe that our like vision is possible,
and like really like see that vision for the future... But if we want to like have that
future, we need to envision it and believe that it's possible.
This was an active, communal learning experience in which people were imagining the
world they wanted to build together. The process of popular education as well as the
collective action that ideally comes from it represents a form of transformational dissent,
especially when it generates communities creating new and alternative systems.
Other participants have been involved in facilitating mutual aid networks and
events focused on sharing skills with one another to care for one’s health and the
environment, such as yoga, gardening, and herbal medicine. One of the participants who
led a mutual aid network in her community reflected, “And it was just like really exciting
to like see people interested in finding alternative ways and sustainable ways that could
really help them out.” This educational approach represents a form of transformational
dissent, as it operated outside of a traditional economic system and enacted a system of
cooperation and community care. This work illustrates one way that young people are
adapting to the current and potential impacts of climate change and other injustices by
sharing knowledge and creating alternatives that serve communities on their own terms.
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Some participants facilitated trainings through their organizations that emphasized
how climate change intersects with other social justice issues. Mac and Rob gave
examples of their respective organizations’ training curriculum, including leadership
development, introduction to environmental justice, intersectionality, anti-racism and
racial justice, and Indigenous environmental movements. Rob explained much of their
organization’s trainings focused on how to make the work more accessible to
marginalized groups “because a lot of activism isn’t really for like everyone; it kind of
relies on a certain group, and so we used to do kind of like trainings to open our mind on
that.”
4.3.8 Tactics and Social/Environmental Positionality: A SLE
The experience of social/environmental positionality represented a Significant
Life Experience in the tactics that participants used to address climate change in
Kentucky. Participants’ social/environmental positionality seemed to shape the tactics
they used. Those who shared marginalized identities in terms of race, class, and/or gender
identity (non-White, lower class, and/or LGBTQ+) more predominantly pursued
transformational dissent tactics, which created alternatives outside of the existing systems
that have not served them in their life experiences. Participants who were from a position
of social/environmental privilege in terms of their race (White) and class (middle to
upper class) tended to pursue dutiful and disruptive dissent, which worked within existing
power structures that have likely served them in their life experiences. These patterns
were not mutually exclusive, meaning participants of social/environmental marginality
acted in all 3 forms of dissent as did some participants of social/environmental privilege.
However, the general pattern is important within this study’s framework.
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Study participants who enacted forms of transformational dissent via mutual aid
and popular education have marginalized identities (Black, LGBTQ+, women, lower
class). Two of these participants have experienced homelessness. Most of them have
experienced what Ceaser (2018) terms toxic social/environmental relationships, “which
demonstrate the interconnectedness between compounded forms of social oppression and
living in an extremely unhealthy, often deadly, environment” (p. 3). One participant was
displaced from her childhood home in New Orleans after her neighborhood was
destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, and has experienced systemic poverty and housing
insecurity ever since. She shared, “And you know, I got trust issues with the government,
so it's like, I can't really depend on them to, you know, provide for stuff.” So, she has
dedicated her work to working outside the government’s systems of support to bring
mutual aid and popular education to her community. She shared:
I'm trying to teach people how to build survival skills for their own and how to
educate themselves on, you know, what's happening so that they can make
informed decisions on their own. Not from a system that can’t even agree on how
to handle a pandemic, where to allocate funds, even for, you know, those things
are uh just put in place to waste time, uh, and you know, when you got family to
feed and you got shit to do, you don't have time for that... so I think I’m more
along the lines I guess if we're looking at the continuum of like in what ways will
our climate change and how can we provide for ourselves accordingly?
Another participant reflected on the environmental injustices she experienced while
growing up in eastern Kentucky and living in Louisville, Kentucky. She shared:
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Like in Eastern Kentucky, our air quality is bad, our water quality is worse than
Flint, Michigan. There's coal runoff in every single bit of soil there so nothing
grows…And then, in Louisville, like the factories are legitimately killing people,
giving like only specific communities cancer that you can't move from those
places ‘cause the home value’s like garbage. No one's gonna move out there and
be near a factory. Like kids have cancer by like 4 years old, if they're born in
these areas. Like it's literally horrifying. And people are just like, “Oh no biggie.”
Because it's happening to Black and Brown people, so. Or if they're not Black and
Brown, they're White and extremely poor, so nobody cares.
This participant brought up how one’s social/environmental positionality in terms of race
and/or class can determine your quality of life in Kentucky. One participant shared the
moment when she realized that the injustices she has faced were linked to a lack of
climate justice.
And I think at that event, that was when it clicked for me that, like, my entire life
I’ve been affected by climate justice like or by by the lack of climate justice. How
like, you know, I probably wouldn't have lost my papaw as early as I did, if it
wasn't for, you know, a lack of climate [justice]. I probably wouldn't have, you
know, had to drink water like buy gallons of water to like make my coffee and
drink every day if it wasn't for climate stuff like. There's so many things you have
to do in eastern Kentucky just to live that you don't have to do in other parts of
even Kentucky because there's a higher quality of life. There's not, like you can
have a garden because there's not coal runoff in your dirt. Like just like random
stuff that I just realized like, I didn't have access to, like. It, yeah. I think like with

84

the stories it just like clicked for me how much my life has been impacted by
people not caring about our climate…
The Significant Life Experiences that have occurred in part due to these participants’
social/environmental marginality have informed their distrust of the government and
other existing political and economic systems. These participants have also presented an
empowered frame of reference out of their experience of social/environmental
marginality. Based on their personal experiences, they have taken matters into their own
hands to protect themselves and their communities from the impacts of climate change
and other social issues. Therefore, their work has been creating alternative systems that
better serve and protect them.
Study participants who came from a position of social/environmental privilege in
terms of their race and/or class tended to pursue dutiful and disruptive dissent, which
worked within existing power structures that have likely served them in their life
experiences. These participants predominantly described their work to address climate
change as inspiring individuals to make behavior changes that were more sustainable
through education, as well as their own personal lifestyle choices such as the career they
pursued, who they voted for, and the sustainability of their daily activities. These tactics
worked within existing systems to enact change, which in comparison to transformational
dissent tactics, signified a certain level of trust in or belief that existing systems were
sufficient for addressing climate change.
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4.4

How and Why Participants Become Involved in Addressing Climate Change:
Significant Life Experiences (SLE)
SLE studies represent important moments in a person's life that motivate them

towards pro-environmental action, which in this study is specifically addressing climate
change (Chawla, 1999). Some of the SLE that the study participants reflected on were
from their childhood. However, many of the SLE that study participants shared were
from the recent past (a few months to a year ago) or were occurring during the time of the
study, meaning that this study captured several of the moments that an experience was
becoming significant for the participant. This is unique among SLE studies that often rely
on older adults reflecting on SLE from their past, such as these participants’ current age
range in young adulthood. This study helps us to better understand what experiences
during young adulthood stand out as having great influence from the real-time
perspectives of the participants.
Some of the SLE of the participants in this study resonated with previous SLE
research, some introduced new nuances to existing SLE from other studies, and some
introduced new SLE to the body of literature. Table 4.3 lists the study participants’ SLE
and the number of participants that experienced each SLE. The SLE that have an asterisk
(*) at the beginning represent new SLE that I did not come across in the literature review.
The SLE of the study participants were distinct from previous SLE study participants,
likely because this study focused on climate change (and not general pro-environmental
behavior) and considered participants’ social/environmental positionality, including their
connection to place.
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Table 4.3 SLE of Kentucky Youth Climate Activists
Themes
Social/Environmental Marginality
Childhood Experiences of Play and Exploration in Nature
*Young Adulthood Experiences of Time in Nature
Witnessing Environmental Change or Destruction
Influential People and Media

No. of
Participants
3
4
5
7
7

Participation in Nature-Based, Environmental, or *Social Justice
Organizations
*Job Opportunities
Conferences and Gatherings
Learning at Work or in Organizations
*Formal Education
*Connection to Place in Kentucky and the South

7
6
5
5
4
6

4.4.1 Childhood Experiences of Play and Exploration in Nature
In D’Amore and Chawla’s (2020) review that summarized the generally
consistent findings of SLE of adults and youth, they pointed out that while the salience of
the experiences varies among the studies, the one exception was that time in nature in
childhood was a consistent SLE. For the participants in this study, some of them cited
childhood experiences in nature as significant to their work today. But some did not.
Howell and Allen (2016) studied the SLE of climate change educators, and outdoor
experiences during childhood were not a major formative influence on participants. In
this study, I found that both held true.
Four of the participants cited childhood experiences of play and exploration in
nature as significant. One of the participants grew up spending lots of time outside with
friends and his father through the scouts. He reflected:
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So, at some point along the way [scouts] was like my first exposure to the natural
world, and I ended up liking it enough to stick around and keep trying to do those
things, try to go hiking whenever I could, go to the park or just ride my bike even
outside, or try to find a patch of woodland somewhere to frolic in. And then that
evolved into the, a little more high adventure stuff, ‘n the actual immersion [like
backpacking].
I asked this participant when he first realized that he cared about the environment, and he
articulated that it was during these outdoor experiences through scouting.
...it probably would have been like cub scouts, being at a summer camp, staying
up late and just sitting outside in the woods. Or we would go out in the woods and
have stick fights and stuff. And kind of learned about nature in between all of
that, but just being out in nature was way more fun and interesting to me than
being stuck inside doing stuff, so I always wanted to do that.
This participant’s childhood experiences in nature formed the base for his work today. He
said, “...so [scouting is] where I started building the interest in the environment. That's
why I ended up going to [my college] and studying Environmental Studies, because I had
that exposure as a kid.”
Alicia explained, “I’ve always been in nature a lot...even childhood. Going on
walks, going in parks, you know, bein’ outside. I love bein’ outside. Um. I love sun...but
the longer trips and stuff hasn't happened until I got older.” I asked her if those childhood
experiences influenced her work now. “Probably, definitely,” she responds.
Gabriella spent much of her childhood outside. She reflected:
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...growing up, like, we were outside all the time, like we went camping and, I
mean, I grew up in a like a suburb, but like there were woods behind my house.
Like there was still a lot of nature to explore, and I was a very outdoors kid and
like played outside and loved it.
She also recalled looking forward to family weekend every summer, which involved
many outdoor experiences.
The whole family was there and we got to ride horses, and go on the lake, and
have a scavenger hunt, and hike, and go into the creek, and I just, I mean, that was
like such a central part of my childhood, was like looking forward to that
time…So I think those times were some of the best, and I mean, again, you were
– I mean, you stayed in cabins. It wasn't like tent camping, but you still were like
gross and like always out in nature, and it’s so fun! So, I think definitely that was
an important place for me growing up.
Not only did Gabriella reflect on her time in nature as a child fondly, she also shared a
story about her childhood love for ants.
I remember when I was little, I used to draw with chalk on my driveway cities,
like, for ants. And I had a little ant hospital, and a little ant cemetery, and houses,
and I would make an ant neighborhood, and I cared so much about these ants. I
even made like little brochures, like travel brochures for people to visit Ant City
and like tell my parents about them.
Gabriella explained that when she visited her then-future workplace, she was inclined to
take the position because of the time she would be spending in nature, through which she
found joy and healing.

89

Mac, too, spent much time outdoors as a child and teenager. He shared vivid
memories from that time in nature.
...I played a good number of sports growing up... And I was in marching band, so
I spent long, long days outside in high school. And just in general as a child, I
liked being outside. I enjoyed exploring and just walking around. … I had, when I
was younger, I had a razor scooter. So I loved riding up and down the street. And
on that, completely bruising my ankles and my shins in the process. In middle
school I would, I would like walk through our neighborhood and kind of go to the
parts that like hadn't been cleared out for development and just kind of sit the
trees, sit in the cul-de-sacs where there were no houses and just lay. And I loved
the snow a lot. I just yeah all of it. I love. I loved playing on the playground, and
in elementary school and I kind of have like very vivid memories of our field days
and whenever we were - there was something in the winter where we would go
outside, and I just liked that it was very cold and I just remember being really
bundled up.
Mac did not say that these childhood experiences in nature motivated him to get involved
in work to address climate change, but I also failed to specifically ask. This brings up the
need for longitudinal SLE research with the same participants over time. Since Mac was
new to climate change work, he may not reflect on this childhood time in nature as an
SLE until later in life.
Alternatively, Megan spent much time in nature as a child, but she did not think
those experiences motivated her work to address climate change. She shared:
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I really was not a- Growing up in the mountains, I mean, like, I went hiking and
stuff, obviously. Like, I went outside, I rode my bike, I rode my 4-wheeler, I did
all the like outside stuff. I had always been, like, outside and cared about it in that
sense. But like, I was never like a, “We have to save the bees! We have to save
the trees!” like type of person, because I just didn't know really anything about it.
Megan further reflected on her childhood time in lakes, and how at the time she did not
realize she cared for the environment, but that as a young adult she realized that she had
always cared about the environment, even if she has been more motivated by the social
justice concerns of climate change rather than ecological or environmental concerns.
I spent a lot of time in like lakes growing up… I didn't really think about those
being a part of it, but like when I think about water, I definitely think about
conservation because I’ve always you know cared about, [said in high-pitched
child’s tone] “This creek water’s even dirtier than it was before! Why is this
getting worse?” Like, “The tadpoles aren’t living like they used to, I can't go out
there and catch them anymore!” Like just like small small kind of stuff that like I
didn't really realize as a kid like you're you're a little conservationist.
Overall, participants shared childhood experiences of time in nature within the context of
a nonformal educational group, as well as personal recreation or pastime not within an
educational setting.
Cameron expressed having “always” loved being outside and “always” loving
animals. However, they did not spend much time outside as a child. Cameron’s story
suggests that not spending time outside in nature as a child does not preclude someone
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from feeling connected to nature, caring about nature, or taking action to protect nature in
the future.
4.4.2 Young Adulthood Experiences of Time in Nature
Study participants shared that their time in nature right now, as young adults, was
a SLE. The significance of their experiences in nature now were different from the
significance of their experiences in nature as children. One participant reflected on a long
hike in Bhutan:
...if you want flash forward to college, that was when I was able to actually say
like I guess in academic terms and be able to point and be like what I actually
liked about nature was when we were abroad in Bhutan and we were on like a
eight-hour hike to a back country thing. So again in the long exposure to nature
and we were, it was in the Himalayas. ...my whole life I’ve been in the
Appalachians, always going in Appalachia to do things. One time, went to the
Grand Canyon. But that was the first time that I was in like the Himalayas, a
completely different environment, and it was still, like, wow this is completely
different from what I know, but it's still beautiful and fascinating in so many
different ways. And I was starting to point out things that I had learned in class. I
guess that was the time when I was attached to it in a way that's not just like, “Oh,
hey, I like being outside,” but I could point to specific things. … on the hike we
were able to see, like, the changes of species as we went higher up into the
Himalayas because we started out in the base camp and then went higher. You
could see like the effects of the wind and stuff up there. If we're walking along a
place with a stream and following that and the whole time, where, I was thinking,
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you know, the glaciers are melting there. That's the water source, not just for
everything beneath it, but also for the people in the country, that I was spending
time at the time. Specific animals and everything are just different.
As a college student, this participant had knowledge about the environment that he did
not have as a child. This backpacking trip in Bhutan inspired him to start applying what
he was learning in the classroom to the environment. This experience in nature was a
SLE to start acting on what he was learning.
For other participants, experiences in nature as young adults were SLE in that the
experiences inspired them to conceptualize the Earth or the surrounding environment as
their home. Alicia shared:
I learned that I like really loved flowers…and just all the things that aren't
humans, as well, not that they're not cool, but there's other things outside of like
my scope that's worth looking at. And it just really made me realize, it's like
there's a whole like earth of this... And [hiking] just makes you realize that it's
like, like really, this is a home. I'm just really inspired by like my own time in
nature and going on longer hikes and camping trips and I haven't done the weeks
thing, but I’ve done like, you know, like a weekend.
Spending time in nature helped Alicia appreciate and emotionally connect with nature as
her home. Cameron’s time in nature as a young adult also inspired them to frame the
environment as their home, a home that needs protecting.
And I think after...realizing how much I, how proud I was to be a Kentuckian and
then like going outside of [the venue], and like being surrounded by that
wilderness, and being like, “Oh, this is really cool. … Like I give a shit about this.
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This is like my home.”... And then, like, every time I like went on like a hike or I
went outside after that, I was like, “Oh! Like this is like a place that is like I need
to like protect.” It's not that I hadn't like looked at that, looked at nature and like
appreciated it before, but it was just like, this is something that's like close to my
heart now. And I like, yeah, I care a lot about it more than I realized. Yeah. So I
guess because of [that gathering].
Cameron’s reflection presents a blend of 3 SLE: young adulthood time in nature;
conferences and gatherings; and connecting to place in Kentucky and the South.
Cameron’s time in nature, coupled with their experiences at the gathering and connecting
to place in Kentucky, inspired them to take action to protect the environment.
Megan shared that once she got involved with climate change work, she started
intentionally spending more time in nature.
And then once I started getting involved in climate change, I started appreciating
like like parts of nature a lot more and trying to go outside more and be more
connected with nature. I’m really not like a outdoorsy type of person or even
really like nature type of person. But the fact that I’m not that type of person and
care about climate change, it kind of gives me hope ‘cause I’m like, I can get
other people who, like, that's not there joosh to like care about climate change,
too. You know, even if you're not like outside hiking all the time, like, you go
outside to sit on your front porch and you probably notice the air quality is getting
worse.
Megan’s quote presents an environmental justice framework to “the environment,” which
frames the environment as anywhere one lives, works, or plays (Ceaser, 2015). Megan
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recognized spaces such as one’s front porch as time in nature and conceptualizes that as a
way to inspire care and action towards addressing climate change.
Gabriella’s time in nature as a young adult was directly connected to her personal
healing and spirituality. She attributed her lack of access to nature during college as
impacting her anxiety.
...I went to college in [a big city], which was really in the heart of the city. And so
I was super disconnected during college like from nature, really, at all. And I feel
like I never really realized that until now I’m back and, for one, just like how my
personal, like, anxiety manifests is like way different now that I’m like back
having access to nature. Like, I really think that was part of it, why was so
anxious all the time in college, you know.
Now, she has been investing time in reconnecting with nature and getting outside as
much as possible.
I think personally, these days, I’m really trying to reconnect with nature and
seeing like the universe, the spirit, God, whatever he/she/it may look like in nature
because I think, again, I just I feel like I’ve healed so much personally by just
being on the land more engaging more with the land. ... the connection to nature
that I’m building, I think, continue[s] to be really comforting in the face of what's
a really scary potential future.
Gabriella framed her time in nature as a young adult as a potential source of resilience in
the face of a troubling future.
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4.4.3 Witnessing Environmental Change or Destruction
Witnessing drastic environmental change or destruction was a common
motivating experience among previous SLE studies (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020; Fisher,
2015; O’Brien, et al. 2018). This study was no exception. Participants’ witnessing of
environmental change or destruction, including exposure to climate change impacts,
included direct and second-hand exposure. By direct exposure, I mean that the
environmental change or destruction was an SLE that the participant personally
experienced. By second-hand exposure, I mean that the SLE involved listening to others’
stories about how climate change impacted their lives or experiencing such impacts in
another culture while studying abroad or visiting a community of which they were not a
member. Social/environmental positionality as an SLE comes into play in terms of who
had experienced direct and second-hand exposure, and how that experience translated
into their motivation to act on climate change.
One participant recalled that when he was in elementary school, he would get
upset when developers disrupted natural areas he had connected with.
So, then it would be a bummer like in suburbia, things are developing quickly. It'd
be a total bummer when like a patch of woods got cut down and a new
subdivision goes in. I started going to the park a lot more, and I would get
annoyed when like people would go and pave a path that used to just be a little
dirt trail, and I would go and hang out by the creek but then they’d put like a big
bridge through. It's still, it's accessible nature but I started getting I guess like
emotionally attached to it.
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This was one of the first moments this participant remembered realizing that he cared
about the environment. Another participant recalled noticing changing weather patterns
within his lifetime as a sign of climate change’s impacts. He shared:
I remember when I lived in Virginia, we had a really big snowstorm. I’ve never
seen that much snow since, which is kind of sad. I also remember in December of
2018, it was like 64 degrees on Christmas Day. And pretty like kind of like,
“Fuck. Like we're fucked.”
This witnessing of environmental change underscores his urgency to address climate
change.
The following direct experiences of climate change impacts and environmental
injustices were linked to the participants’ social/environmental marginality. Like the
results of Ceaser’s (2018) study, the SLE of White participants were different from those
of Black participants. Furthermore, participants also experienced other intersecting
marginalized identities. Participants’ social/environmental marginality shaped their
experiences of environmental destruction and change.
One participant was a child when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and
destroyed her entire neighborhood, after which she and her mother relocated to Kentucky.
And so moving after the storm really put me into this like situation of like, I don’t
even know what's happening. I don't know how to process this. And I’m still
processing a lot of things. And uh, I just, uh, like I was basically just living in a
place that I had no idea about and so um. You know, all my family's still in New
Orleans and they're really like tight knit. We've always been a tight knit family,
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but I didn’t really have a chance to experience any of that...And so I basically, I
keep myself busy in [Kentucky].
This participant was displaced from her physical, familial, and cultural home due to the
impacts of climate change in the form of Hurricane Katrina. She also realized that while
the storm displaced her family, there were deeper injustices at play.
I lost my home. Like Garnier Street does not exist anymore. But you know
everything back where I was living in this place called Lawrenceburg Square is
still there. You know, it’s a more like suburban kind of area. It's just a little bit
more busier than that side of town. Um and it's still there and it's because, I mean,
Garnier was not - it wasn't built really well. That other place had brick, you know
it had stuff that maybe stuff could like actual streets where things could pass
through and stuff. So um it comes to housing justice and the climate crisis, it's like
people lose their homes to these weather events, you know? ...It’s not your fault...
She realized that her experience of displacement was avoidable, which she shared after I
asked her when was the first time she realized she cared about the intersection of humans
and the environment.
It was really then. I was it was like ah, I did not like literally process what
happened with Katrina until, honestly, like, really this year. But I started that
process last year. Um and what I came to realize was like, “Oh, this could have
been averted in some way.” Like the the event that literally changed my life, you
know, could have been avoided if there was better care, you know, to the
environment in general. That is really kind of what sent me over. And it was also
just like seeing people go through another tropical storm down there and, um you
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know, just black communities just kind of - no one's talking about it, you know?
Just stuff like that. I was like, “Wow! Like this is really, like no one's giving a
shit.”
The participant explained that through processing this traumatic SLE of displacement,
she decided to start taking action to address climate change in her community.
One participant explained how their experiences compounded by the COVID-19
pandemic, housing insecurity, and the murder of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in
2020 brought them to a tipping point.
I was struggling with rent. COVID hit…then you know, George Floyd got killed
and then Breonna got killed. These, these, you know, people, you know, very
close to me, you know. Regionally, Breonna in Louisville...And it was just that
lack of being in school, being in the real world, struggling with rent, struggling
with real life problems, I then realized that oh like things - everything that I was
writing about, everything that I was, you know, talking about in these stories and
stuff, like, it's happening to me. You know, it's happening to my community, and
you know, basically, where do I go from here? Um and that's when I found the
Sunrise Movement.
This participant’s realization aligned with Ceaser’s (2018) finding that the experience of
social/environmental marginality is itself an SLE. Ceaser (2018) wrote:
...residents come to be aware of their marginality following a significant disaster
that moves them from a state of unawareness to one of immediate danger,
disrupting social priorities and linking the current disaster event to their social
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locations and historical disadvantages, making residents determined to seek
justice (p. 3).
The participant channeled her newfound realization into working with the Sunrise
Movement. Through that work, she realized that climate change impacts are happening
all around her.
It was coming to realize that things were like actively changing around me. Like I
had to get out of that mindset of like, um, stuff is happening around me, but I’m
not feeling it or I’m not affected by it. Um. There's just stuff that's going around
all the time, like the forest fires. I mean there’s even like air quality, you know.
People literally can't breathe like now. Like they can't go outside because the air
quality is so bad and it's mostly in bigger cities...And then you know, working
with Sunrise Movement and then doing all the actions and stuff was like, “Oh,
like, okay now I see.” So it was just come - bringing myself to reality, I think.
Another participant underwent a similar process of realization through a blend of direct
and second-hand experiences. I conceptualize her direct experiences of environmental
destruction in eastern Kentucky through an environmental justice lens. The destruction
she witnessed is that of her papaw’s body due to years in the coal mines, the
environmental and economic devastation of the Appalachian region from coal mining
companies, and an unjust transition that has intersected with labor injustices.
Um so my papaw was a coal miner for 28 years and then my great grandpa was a
coal miner for 40 years and my great grandpa was actually involved in the riots of
’38. So I just had a lot of family members talk about coal my entire life but knew
nothing about it generally because we didn't talk about it much ‘cause it's just
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really traumatic, like, to talk about. Like my papaw didn't really talk a lot about
his job in the mines. One, it gave him black lung, so he's terribly sick because of
all the work that he did there. And two, he just he he really didn't talk to me about
things in his past. So, after he passed when I was like 13, I started learning a lot
more about him and my mammy was just telling me about like, you know, how he
was like overweight and the doctors would always be like, “Oh, it’s ‘cause you’re
overweight.” And they’d completely ignore the fact that he had black lung and
like just just really stupid stuff. So I was like well, that doesn't seem fair. And
then, we talked more about like what [their hometown] used to look like and like
how it used to be this big bustling city and everybody used to hang out downtown
and like…Like I always wondered like what this place used to look like.
When this participant attended a storytelling training, she heard stories that resonated
with her own. There, she had a realization.
Um so whenever I went to that … like storytelling thing, I think it was just like
learning about like how stories can bring people into climate justice. Because like
first we heard a story about this guy. He's from Indiana and like, his like family's
farm- they’re like losing their farm and things like that because of climate justice.
And like, their livelihood that's been in their family for like hundreds of years and
stuff. Like yeah just hearing like stories about that, like I relate to that because
being from a rural part of Kentucky, like, I definitely saw- see stuff like that
happen to people and it's really, really sad. … And I think at that event, that was
when it clicked for me that, like, my entire life I’ve been affected by climate
justice like or by by the lack of climate justice. How like you know, I probably
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wouldn't have lost my papaw as early as I did, if it wasn't for, you know, a lack of
climate control and quality. I probably wouldn't have, you know, had to drink
water, like, buy gallons of water to like make my coffee and drink every day if it
wasn't for climate stuff like. There's so many things you have to do in eastern
Kentucky just to live that you don't have to do in other parts of even Kentucky
because there's a higher quality of life. There's not, like you can have a garden
because there's not coal runoff in your dirt. Like just like random stuff that I just
realized like, I didn't have access to like. It yeah. I think like with the stories it just
like clicked for me how much my life have been impacted by people not caring
about our climate and then I thought to myself, like, there's a lot of people like me
who, they lost their papaw, they lost their dad, or they - You know, in Flint, they
don't get to drink water from their sink. Whenever they shower their hair changes
colors, too. Like all kinds of just stuff that like other people don't experience.
You're like, oh shoot this is because of climate. I didn't, I didn't even realize. I just
thought this was the way that things were but it's because they don't want to
connect it that way, you know. That you don't realize it until you're a lot older, if
you ever even really do realize it.
Again, this resonated with Ceaser’s (2018) findings of social/environmental marginality
as an SLE in participants coming to realize their experience of the environment was
related to their social position. The SLE of witnessing environmental destruction through
the lens of her social/environmental marginality greatly influenced this participant’s work
to address climate change in Kentucky.
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It is important to frame these experiences of environmental change and
destruction within the context of place in New Orleans, Louisiana and the Appalachian
region of Kentucky, where environmental injustices are common. Some scholars attribute
this commonality to the peripheralization of these regions as “sacrifice zones,” which
Scott (2010) defines as “a place that is written off for environmental destruction in the
name of a higher purpose, such as the national interest” (p. 31). The construction of
places and peoples from a sacrifice zone is a political process rooted in capitalism and, to
a certain extent, internal colonialism. Martínez Novo et al. (2018) compared indigenous
social movements in the Himalayas, Eastern Ghats, Appalachia, and the Andes and
claimed that these regions experience a form of internal colonialism, which describes as:
a colony that has become an independent nation but that, despite independence,
retains within the nation colonial relations – political, economic, and cultural
domination – that benefit a dominant ethnic group or groups and hurt an
ethnically and culturally distinct population (p. 85).
While not technically accurate as applied to Appalachia, the authors made the claim that
Appalachians have been “ethnicized and stigmatized in ways that in some respects
parallel the experiences of the indigenous peoples of India and the Andes” (p. 110).
Furthermore, the processes of internal colonialism can be related to that of sacrifice
zones, where extraction from some regions is undergone for the benefit of other, more
economically or politically dominant regions. These concepts serve as helpful
frameworks for realizing similarities in the historical and contemporary contexts of
extractive oil and coal industries in New Orleans and eastern Kentucky. These processes
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have enabled exploitative extraction practices, which have involved environmental
destruction that causes negative health impacts and disruption to ways of life.
Another participant’s SLE was experiencing housing insecurity and learning for
the first time how his life experiences had been impacted by climate change. One of his
friends encouraged him to get involved in climate change work.
And my friend was like, “Well you may not have done climate-based work, but
you are a marginalized person who has had very like who has had situations in
their life that has certainly been affected by climate in many ways.”
One of those experiences was being unhoused and learning about communities in
Louisville, Kentucky that have experienced environmental injustices.
I was homeless last summer. Yes, last summer. Summer of 2020, for a little bit
due to COVID … and when I came here [to this organization], I really, really saw
what that, what all of these things look like in our everyday and how climate
affects us in so many different ways. And I learned about Rubbertown and
Smoketown.
This participant also cited the SLE of hearing other peoples’ stories of how climate
change impacted their lives.
We are wanting to change and dismantle something so tight knit and it's; it's just
been really, it's been a very interesting experience to really see like firsthand and
like get to know people and hear their experiences of how just how deeply
everything about our climate impacts us. From our like healthcare to like our
housing like costs and just everything impacts every single part of our day-to-day
lives. Our food. Just like everything. And especially folks who are most
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marginalized, especially folks who are unhoused and are at the mercy of the
elements, day in and day out. And the weather conditions are heavily affected by
the poor choices that few have made for many.
This participant’s experience of social/environmental marginality aligned with how
Ceaser’s (2018) study participants experienced social/environmental marginality as an
SLE. Specifically, this participant used the knowledge produced from their past and
everyday experiences of social/environmental marginality, including their experiences of
climate change impacts, to work with others to create transformative change in
Kentucky.
Another participant experienced second-hand exposure to environmental change
and destruction during an environmental justice tour of Louisville, during which she
visited neighborhoods that struggle with environmental injustices. This experienced
helped this participant to realize for one of the first times that she cared about climate
change.
Watching the Rubbertown movie like hearing about these kids literally dying just
because of what what house they were born in and like what part of the city, I like
was just like torn up. I was like, “This doesn't make any sense.” After that, I
actually quit eating meat for like a year. Cuz I was just like really distraught…I
was just like so emotionally torn up by everything that I saw on that tour and in
that movie that I was like, “Oh, maybe I do care about climate.”
Two participants cited witnessing the impacts of climate change while studying
abroad a SLE. One of them reflected on how his experiences in Thailand and Bhutan
shaped how he approached his work to address climate change in the United States.
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...I’m lucky enough to live at a part of this whole climate change catastrophe
where – in a landlocked state, Kentucky, we may have more tornadoes or
something but I’m probably not going to die, which, other people will and that's
horrifying. And we have to fix that. But I try to just, you know, take advantage of
the position I’m in to help that as part of being a developed nation. I think, you
know, developed nations have the luxury of being really resilient to climate
change, whereas developing nations don’t. I see this when I went to Thailand and
Bhutan. The people were very, very well aware of the issues. Like the glacial melt
in Bhutan. People know that that's a pressing issue. They have no idea how to fix
it, but they know it's coming. But they have no possible way. They’re so caught
up trying to catch up. And development, they have no way to really address those
issues. Since we're in a developed nation where I can sit in the [air conditioning]
in an office and write articles it's like I’m gonna, I’m gonna take advantage of that
and do it. So, I guess it just means so long as I’m helping someone out, I’m
satisfied.
Studying abroad helped this participant realize his social/environmental privilege in
Kentucky and the United States in general, which he said he is committed to using to help
others.
The other participant’s study abroad experiences in Cape Town, South Africa
during the peak of the municipal water crisis shaped how she understood and approached
work to address climate change and environmental awareness in general.
I will say a big like landmark in my life and something that continues to kind of
inform my environmental awareness and activism at-large and was an experience
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- I had the opportunity to study abroad in Cape Town, South Africa my junior
year at university. And I was there kind of at the height of their municipal water
crisis, so it was really interesting kind of learning from a local resources
perspective how that crisis was being exacerbated by climate change, how it was
also probably being exacerbated by corruption and poor management and like
what that kind of meant for folks, especially the most marginalized folks in South
Africa. Well, in Cape Town, I should say, specifically. But, yeah I mean, so I
think, little did I know that really got kind of my gears turning and now I’m here
doing more environmental stuff and really into it, and I think that continues to
inform my perspective on that.
This was also the first time that this participant had taken an environmental science class
and expressed that she was living out what she was learning in that class, which is similar
to another participant’s SLE during his backpacking trip in Bhutan. I asked this
participant when was the first moment she realized she cared about climate change. She
responded:
Again, I think my experience studying abroad in South Africa was a big moment.
That was kind of the first- I took an environmental science class while I was there
to kind of learn about this, and so that was kind of the first time I was really in a
space not only learning, but then also living that experience. Like when our
house’s water would be turned off because we used our allotted amount of water
for the day...I think. Just seeing the messaging of like, “you can only use like this
many liters of water in the shower” and we can't do any dishes until everybody's
dishes are together. We can run the dishwasher once. Was just really eye opening
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in a lot of ways, and I feel like that didn't totally connect to like “what else can I
be doing about it?” until I was like really back here [in Kentucky]…really digging
in. But I think that was probably a starting point.
This participant also realized her social/environmental privilege living in the United
States in comparison to the experiences of people living in Cape Town.
...what kind of really stood out to me in South Africa was the fact that like we
could only use...X amount of liters in our shower. And sometimes we didn't have
municipal water for our toilets so we'd have to use grey water to like flush.
Meanwhile, in the U.S., our toilets are so full of water um and my mom leaves the
water running in her sink for minutes to make it hot. And my sister takes 20
minute showers! And just like sheer discrepancy of what that looks like, which I
mean exists in South Africa, too, because it's, I mean, a very developed country.
But there are still like settlements where people from, I mean again stemming
from injustices in the apartheid area, are living in shacks without running water. I
think that was just kind of a micro perspective of what privilege looks like and
who will be getting access to resources as they continue to diminish in our world.
That was a big shock coming back to the States. And now living in the states is
something that I’m trying to work towards leveling in my own life, and
encouraging in my family, which I know, again, is like super privileged...I think
the, the dichotomy of like privilege and oppression in how climate change effects
our marginalized communities also really continues to make this work important
to me, on a large scale, right.
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The participant realized her privilege in that as the impacts of climate change worsen,
those with social/environmental privilege will fare easier than those experiencing
social/environmental marginality.
Another participant’s experiences volunteering on the U.S.-Mexico underscored
her analyses of privilege. Her experiences on the border highlighted how climate change
impacted immigration justice and reform.
So I worked with, [an] organization...in El Paso, which is right by Ciudad Juarez.
And they provide a lot of like short-term like meeting of needs for people and like
connecting them to relatives or sponsors in the U.S., right? So, so it was like, we
would receive people from [U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement], like
out of detention, or when they were getting more folks from the “Remain in
Mexico,” the migrant protection protocols program. We’d have people cross over
to like be received by us then. And then we would contact, like, their families in
the U.S. to like work on buying them a bus or a plane ticket. And meanwhile,
provide them a place to like sleep and eat and like have their needs met until then.
That was, that was a really a really powerful experience, again, because I’ve been
so passionate about immigration for so long, but I haven't had the opportunity to
work necessarily in like direct contact or on the border. And takeaways, oh dear. I
think I really. I just really came to appreciate the diversity of stories and the
diversity of people that we were seeing. Because I mean, a lot of people are like,
“The only reason folks are leaving, even Central America, is for economic
opportunities.” And I was in college doing like research on asylum, and I was
like, “The only reason people are leaving Central America is because, like, gangs
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are chasing them down.” And, in reality, I mean, it's both and more, right? And
climate change is another like huge factor there... I feel like I knew, I feel like I
didn't totally appreciate [the connection between immigration and climate change]
until I was talking with people who couldn't farm their land after a ton of
generations had done it in the past, to really be like, “Wow. This is happening,
and what are we doing?” kind of thing.
Because of these experiences, this participant decided to focus her future endeavors on
the intersection of international development and environmental science. This represents
a great example of how this study captures participant’s SLE as they are happening.
4.4.4 Influential People and Media
Participants shared many influential people in their lives who have motivated
them to act, including family, friends, peers, colleagues, and role models. For example,
when Rob was learning about climate change, he experienced feelings of
disempowerment, but his sister showed him that he could make a difference.
… kind of just seemed like something where people were like, “Oh, we're gonna
die,” and that was like what we left it at. And so Lia was like, “You know, you
could stop complaining and you could go to this organization meeting with me.”
Rob’s sister played a pivotal role in introducing him to work that addresses climate
change. By bringing Rob to that meeting, his sister facilitated a whole new chapter in
Rob’s life dedicated to climate change. He shared:
But once we came to Kentucky, kind of, my sister, she kind of started going more
liberal and so she kind of got our family to go more liberal so. She got me really
into the environmental movement…
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Friends, peers, and colleagues play influential roles in participants’ commitment to
climate change, as well. Often, friends were the people that introduced participants to
certain organizations or events, which led to actions. As a first year in college, one
participant wanted to get involved with the community because she was surrounded by
peers who wanted to do the same. She reflected, “I was like, ‘Oh, cool. There’s other
people that want to do this. I’mma do this, too.” One participant’s friends were key to
introducing her to the Sunrise Movement, which has been instrumental to her work to
address climate change. The following quote introduces the acronym BIPOC to this
study, which stands for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color.
And I like was lookin’ for different ways to get involved and ended up getting
involved with my friends… and they were doing reproductive justice work at the
time… They were, Betsy specifically, was like, “I met some people through this
that are in this thing called Sunrise. And Sunrise is really cool. They have like
these trainings.” Because me and Betsy are always tryna go to a training. She was
like, “They have these trainings in Philly. And they have one that’s specifically
for BIPOC! We should go!” Like, okay, cool. And the BIPOC training was just
cool cuz I just met a ton of BIPOC from all across the country and people from
like Alaska. And I still talk to them now, like to this day, even though half of us
are not in Sunrise anymore. But. It's still really cool to have those connections
with them. So yeah, basically it was more Betsy that was the connection than the
like the organizing itself.
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The participant articulated that “it was more Betsy,” her friend, that connected the dots
for her to get involved with Sunrise, rather than the characteristic of Sunrise’s
organizing.
Another participant attributed their involvement in climate organizing to the
President of their high school environmental club.
Being a part of that club is the reason I am like in climate organizing and all of
that because the President at the time was really like, just like really advocated for
all of us and really wanted to like build young leaders, which is not like a
common thing for a high school student to want to do. Um. But they were really
ambitious. And were like very connected and wanted to do a lot of things, and
then they wanted to pass what they had learned down to us. So they brought me
and a group of my friends to a [youth climate activist organization’s
gathering]…
The President introduced this participant to the organization through their gathering,
which the participant articulated in their interview was a transformational experience.
Friends and colleagues were central to other participants’ introduction to the
Kentucky Student Environmental Coalition (KSEC). When one participant took on a
leadership role in the organization, his colleague played an influential role in making
climate change work accessible to him.
When I first started [with the organization]…Raven, was so just phenomenal…
I’m very, very grateful for the time I had working with Raven. And the time that
they took to just really answer my questions and all of the things that I was
anxious about. About like you know, I hadn't done this kind of work before and
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like, you know, where do I fit into this, where do the things that I care about and
I’m passionate about, like my previous experiences, where did those fit into this?
And Raven really, really just empowered me and believed in me, and I genuinely
don't think that I would be able to like be doing this work without having the
chance to work with them.
The participant articulated that working with Raven was a SLE that empowered them to
see themselves in the work, facilitating their self-efficacy in addressing climate change in
Kentucky.
Similarly, one participant reflected on how 2 of the leaders at a KSEC gathering
helped the participant see themselves in the work.
Like I just remember like Ronda...and Amy...specifically were very like, I don't
know, they just felt like such like warm like welcoming presences to me. And I
was like, “Okay. I’ll be. Like I’ll be okay.” I’m here to learn and I’m here to like
do, like we talked about like environmental art galleries. I was like, “Oh, okay.
This is like something that I’m interested in that I can do that I’m like familiar
with, but also connects to this work.” And they just like bridged that gap from like
where I was to where like KSEC was at, for me.
This was also an example of influential people facilitating self-efficacy for a participant
to engage in work to address climate change.
Another participant shared how her supervisor and mentors had played pivotal
roles in her learning and networking.
My supervisor’s the coolest woman ever...She's an ecologist by trade, and so I’m
learning a lot from her, but I think more importantly, she's really encouraged me
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to kind of get more involved, like, beyond the work I’m doing here… And I think,
I think all the people that I’m interacting with like through those opportunities
have all been really independently important. And so, but, but I think I’m really
most grateful, I think, for just the connections I’ve made here…that have really
pushed me to take those opportunities, to fund some of those opportunities. Just
for like my continued professional development or work we're doing in our office
and beyond...
Because of her supervisor’s encouragement, the participant had met “so many cool
people working for conservation in Kentucky” and gotten involved in other
organizations.
Furthermore, several participants cited being exposed to famous role models as
SLE that greatly informed their work to address climate change in Kentucky. Participants
explained that Appalachian leaders like Eula Hall and the Black Jewel Miners inspired
them to commit to a just transition in Kentucky. Another participant explained the Black
Panthers’ and the Diggers’ social initiatives inspired her mutual aid work and provided a
sense of collective efficacy that this work was possible.
...[a friend] sent me this this PDF with just all of the programs the Black Panthers
created and how they facilitated them and resources that they needed and stuff.
Kind of yeah just like looking at like. Like we're not the first ones to be doing this
work. There is so many different people that were doing the same thing, um,
before us. It's it's possible. It can happen. And yeah it worked out, you know. And
not just the Panthers, like, the Diggers, you know. They were another radical
group from the 60s and 70s um in California that created free cities...You know,
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like, this stuff is possible...This is not new at all. And just how climate change
isn’t new, you know? Learning, how do you work with everything going on?
Yeah. Those are really inspirational to me.
Another participant drew inspiration from Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu.
...I was so shaped by my experience in South Africa and even though they're not
really directly like environmentally related, I think that, like, I mean Nelson
Mandela is super obvious there, and like Desmond Tutu were just such huge
movers and shakers in like peace and reconciliation movements there, which I
think a lot about and I think is super relevant in terms of climate change, too,
because how are we gonna talk in 20 years when things are so much worse and
people in power didn’t do things about it when they could’ve, you know? I think I
think about that side of things a lot.
One participant explained that Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson “have like made me
want to fight so hard for just everything,” including climate change.
Influential media – including public scientific and policy documents,
documentaries, books, and podcasts – also represented SLE for several participants.
Megan, Cameron, and Rob recalled media that underscored the urgency of climate
change and the importance of addressing it in their lifetime. Megan remembered when
the Green New Deal was made available to the public.
Until I read the Green New Deal, I didn't know how drastic everything was. Like I
knew like global warming was a thing, but I was like, I didn't know that like- I
didn't know that literally we have like less than a decade left to pull our shit
together. Like I was like, “Oh, God.”
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Cameron recalled reading an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Report and
being struck by how little time humans have to address climate change.
When that report came out…it was like an international, like, climate report
saying basically that we have 12 years left until there's irreversible climate
damage. Um and I was like, “Oh! That's not a long time. That’s my. That’s.”
They were just like, “Oh, by the way, you don't have a future.” I was like, “Oh.
Okay. Maybe I should do something about that um because I would like to be
around for more than 12 more years.” ...Everybody I knew in the environmental
movement was talking about it because it's very good messaging because it's very
urgent and like high stakes. And you're like, “See? This is what - you know, to the
politicians and people in power - this is what we've been telling you the whole
time. And you all knew this. You just wouldn’t listen to us.” Now we have proof.
Rob remembered watching a climate change documentary that activated him to “fight for
change.”
Leonardo DiCaprio also came out with that like documentary, and that really
pissed me off. Like that was like, “What the hell.” Like, I mean he made
documentary about all this stuff, like how are we not doing anything? And so. I
think it was kind of that, too, kind of made me more like agitated in wanting to
fight for change.
Similarly, the first time another participant realized that she cared about climate change
was when she watched the documentary Rubbertown by Remington Smith.
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When one participant read the book When We Rise by Cleve Jones, he realized for
the first time that young people had a voice to make change.
And then the book When We Rise by Cleve Jones. I had the chance to meet Cleve
at [my university] the year I graduated. And so that was just that was just really
wild. It's about Cleve’s life in the [LGBT] movement as like a young person. He’s
older now, but when he first started organizing and when he first started doing all
of the things that he was passionate about, he was very young and he didn't know
that he could have a voice or that his voice was important, or that it mattered or all
the ways that it mattered. And Harvey Milk was his mentor. And that was just
really cool. That was one of the first times that I saw a young person doing this
kind of work and also thinking about what it means to be young and doing this
work and to still, like, and demand that your voice is heard.
While this book was not specific to climate change, I argue that it did represent a SLE in
the context of this participant’s story. He referenced previous work in LGBT+ organizing
spaces as integral to his desire to commit to climate change organizing as well.
As previously mentioned, this study is unique in that it sometimes captured
participants’ SLE as they were happening. Several participants shared media that they
just finished consuming or were in the middle of at the time of the interview that they
articulated as influential. Not long before my interview with one of these participants
took place, she heard from Dr. Ayana Presley for the first time in a podcast.
...this podcast I listened to called Work in Progress by Sophia Bush, and she had
this lady on there called Dr. Ayana Presley...And it just was so cool to like listen
to and like think about - and she's a, she's a black woman scientist. So, it was just
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really cool to like hear her perspective on like what, where we need to be focused
on. Because you know as much as I care about the earth like I’m not a biologist.
So, I can't exactly tell you where on the earth we need to be focused on, but I can
tell you that we need to be worried about jobs, but like that’s about as much as I
can get. But so like to hear the actual science behind it has been really cool.
Later in the interview when I asked this participant what helped her sustain her work to
address climate change, she referred back to Dr. Ayana Presley.
Yeah, um, finding other like Black women who care about climate is really, really
helpful for me. Just finding like, like I told you earlier, like Dr. Ayana Presley,
like finding like black women marine biologists. Like things like that. It makes
you like really like excited. Cuz you're like, “Oh, I’m not the only you know
person that cares about this that looks like me. Like there are other people that I
can connect with.”
Seeing other Black women involved in climate change enhanced this participant’s selfefficacy and identity within the work.
At the time of the interview, Mac, Alicia, and Rob were reading 3 books that have
been influential in my own work and/or my friends' work to address climate change:
Parable of the Sower by Octavia Butler, emergent strategy by adrienne maree brown, and
Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer. For Rob, the book Braiding Sweetgrass
was inspiring him to analyze the separation between humans and nature.
I think there's a big separation we have between us and the environment...I think,
like, environmental justice would be justice for humans and other species. There's
a lot- I’m reading a book about, it's called Braiding Sweetgrass. It's about like this
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Native American talking about environmentalism. …kind of talking about like
how humans, like that [s]he taught in [her] school like and [s]he was like saying
like, “What would you like a human impact look like?” And everybody was like,
“I don’t know.” And so, I do think that humans definitely have like a role to play,
and I do think that there is like, I do think there is a separation, but I don't think
there needs to be a separation...
Longitudinal SLE studies have the potential to capture whether or how these media
remain significant in their work to address climate change over time.
4.4.5 Participation in Nature-Based, Environmental, or Social Justice Organizations
Previous SLE studies have revealed participation in nature-based or
environmental organizations are common (D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). This study
introduces a new element to this theme, which is the addition of participation in social
justice organizations, including political campaigns, as motivation to engage in climate
change work. The nature-based organization that one participant engaged in is the boy
scouts, which helped to lay the foundation for him to care about the environment as a
child and then climate change later in life. The environmental organizations that several
participants named included the Sunrise Movement (also referred to as “Sunrise”), Our
Earth Now, Kentucky Youth Climate Strike (KYYCS), and Kentucky Student
Environmental Coalition (KSEC). The social justice organizations that participants
referenced were Kentuckians for the Commonwealth (KFTC), Poor People’s Campaign,
and AmeriCorps. Finally, 2 participants cited the Amy McGrath and Charles Booker
2020 Senate campaigns. Participation in these organizations and campaigns have
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provided an important sense of agency, self-efficacy, and collective efficacy for
participants.
Reflecting on her time with Sunrise, one participant shared that many of the
opportunities she experienced would not have been accessible to her otherwise and that
she felt part of positive change.
…I would definitely say a lot of the stuff I did in Sunrise was really exciting
because, while it has its problems there's also nothing else like it right now. And it
provided a lot of opportunities that I don't think I would have experienced being a
part of any other type of organization. So yeah I was really excited about getting
to go to Philly and meet nothing but, you know, other people of color who are
fascinated by helping the environment and, like climate justice. And it was cool to
like be super involved in the 2020 election and like, you know, the primaries and
deciding which candidate was the best climate policy-wise. And when they did
finally pick Bernie, we were like, “Yes! That was the one I wanted!” Like you
know that you know that all those moments, those were really exciting...And like
feeling like I was a part of like a - because I took a class on 1968 and 1969 when I
was in undergrad and just seeing like all the correlations that were happening in
2019 and 2020 to those 2 years, how like, it was just really cool. … Yeah, part of
just like a shift in political consciousness, like, I felt like I was part of like the
group of organizers and activists that was like culturally shifting the way that
people thought about climate as an issue and, like. How Sunrise really was the
main like group you can point to as like why climate became the top issue in the
debates. …And even [Bernie] really wasn't talking about it that heavy because
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nobody else was talking about it, so he just looked crazy. And now like to see that
every single democratic candidate had to release a climate platform and they all
had to be super dramatic, because that is how much we have pushed politicians,
that was really cool.
This participant revealed a theme that Bandura and Cherry (2020) also observed with
youth involved in projects that address climate change: collective efficacy, or the sense of
working effectively with others to achieve goals.
Another participant’s first actions to address climate change were through one
organization, which facilitated his connections with other organizations over time. When
this participant was ready “to do more,” they joined and started other organizations.
Access to existing organizations and the sense of agency that accompanied starting a new
organization were SLE facilitated through participation in the organizations.
One participant’s first action to address climate change was working for an
organization. He explained that the organization’s commitment to centering young
people’s voices was what drew him into the organization and, ultimately, climate change
work.
I’ve been [with the organization] for just over a year and I’m fairly new to climate
work. And what really brought me like in was seeing the work, seeing, one, how
this organization centers young folks and empowers and seeks to like truly like
give, give as many people as possible the resources and tools they need to go forth
and do whatever they are wanting to do, and like also to go on and teach other
people. Because that's so important like knowledge sharing is so important to me
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and I just thought it was so cool that [this organization] centers young people in
that space.
The participant valued the sense of self- and collective efficacy that the organization had
provided young people in Kentucky.
Another participant reflected on their experience with the Poor People’s
Campaign, a social justice organization.
I’d also done some work with the Poor People’s Campaign over the summer which is kind of like loosely, it's another one of those like big picture things like
you know, like environment and like the economy and social justice and all these
things – I had done a lot of protests with them over the summer… I think the
reason I got involved with that was because I heard there was like protests
happening with the Capitol and I was like, “Oh! That sounds fun.” I just. I liked
their messaging. And like that they took a lot from Martin Luther King, but not
like the whitewashed version that they tell you in like high school history class,
like the, you know, the Martin Luther King that advocated for poor people and for
all people from all intersections. And. Yeah. I just remember that I liked their like
very intersectional look at things in that like we're all in this together, and we're
not going to achieve like the liberation that we want without all these other parts
of the movement. There's a lot of like bringing a lot of different people to
advocate for different things together, so there's like people that work with
refugees and there's people from the climate movement and there's people, there's
a lot of like more like – there’s people from like all walks of life. There are
certain like religious people and there's people that were like atheists, but they
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were very like, they were also like a group where we were really grounded in
community and we like sang together and that sort of thing so. That's kind of why
I was drawn to them. It was less like, I guess, specifically environmentally
focused.
Participation in this organization helped frame how they viewed and approached their
work to address climate change.
Amy McGrath and Charles Bookers’ campaigns for the 2020 Kentucky Senate
primary were an SLE for a couple participants. One of them was involved in Booker’s
campaign, which he described as “pretty fun.” Furthermore, he shared, “That got my
mind on like political engagement and not just like protest, but like working with
politicians.” The participant’s work with Booker’s campaign shifted his approach to
working on climate change, which was with politicians and through environmental
policy. “I think [my focus on environmental policy is] gonna make me do less like
activism and more legislative stuff. Like I want to become an environmental lawyer...Or I
want to work for the [Environmental Protection Agency]...Or like a government entity.”
A longitudinal SLE study would help to reveal how this experience impacted this
participant’s future career choice.
After Booker lost the primary election, another participant perceived that as a
moment to get involved in making a difference, so she started canvassing for Amy
McGrath’s campaign.
I was approached by a canvasser and it was for the Amy McGrath campaign. And
it was after the primaries...[Charles Booker] had lost, you know, so it was in that
moment, where I was like, Shit! Like, oh, it's like at my door! Like it’s right here.
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And I can try to do something about this, and so I did, did some canvassing for
Amy for a second there. And then I kind of like threw everything into the Sunrise
Movement.
Ultimately, this participant shifted her work away from political campaigning and into
the Sunrise Movement and eventually starting her own project to address climate change
in her community.
4.4.6 Job Opportunities
A common SLE for several participants was the prospect of job opportunities,
some of those jobs being with the organizations discussed in the previous section. One
participant explained that learning about environmental work as a potential future career
was a SLE. He explained:
...Like I didn't know, like, any other job I could do besides just army or military in
general. And then kind of learning about, like, environmental stuff, I kind of
opened my eyes to another thing that I was really passionate about. And that's
something that I felt like I could do some good change. So, I think it kind of gave
me like a way to make positive change in the world.
Another participant was surprised when they were offered a job with an environmental
organization.
And I was completely blown away that I was emailed back about an interview,
and then a second interview. Then I was just floored when they…offered me the
position. I can’t believe that I have the opportunity to do this and just be in the
position to be a resource to so many people.
Being offered this position was a SLE in this participant’s life.
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Some of the participants for whom a job opportunity was a SLE also shared that
the timing of COVID-19 was a contributing SLE in their decision to commit to the job.
Two participants graduated in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, which created “a
rocky job market.” However, they both found jobs related to addressing climate change
that logistically fit their timeline and goals, which were influenced by the challenges of
the pandemic. Another participant graduated from high school in 2020, at the height of
the pandemic. He decided to defer attending college and instead worked with a youth
climate activist organization. This position allowed him to commit his gap year to
addressing climate change in Kentucky, which he has continued.
4.4.7 Conferences and Gatherings
Attending and leading conferences and gatherings, or events, were SLE for study
participants. Sunrise Movement and KSEC organized the significant conferences and
gatherings that participants mentioned. The conferences and gatherings included an Earth
Day rally, a public speaking event Senator Mitch McConnell’s office, KSEC’s Fall
Summit and Catalyst program, and a training for BIPOC Sunrise organizers from across
the country.
One participant’s first action to address climate change was to lead an Earth Day
rally and march. This event represented the participant’s first time leading a rally and
march, which became a SLE due to the tremendous sense of self-efficacy she gained
from the experience.
April 22 was the Earth Day rally that we had here...Um and I had to lead that rally
and march by myself...I’d never led a march before, never done anything like that
in my life. But I knew that, like, I just had to. Like I had to get people to
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understand that we're living under, in one place. Uh you know you got a house,
but what's outside the house um you know - we really, I don't really care what
your religious affiliation is, you know, what your beliefs are with that, it's like
we're all in one place. You know, we've got to take care of it. We've got to
celebrate about it. We gotta celebrate our lives and celebrate that we're here. And
I just remember that day like literally just like crying. Like that that was the, uh.
I’ll put that down as like that was one of the best days of my life. Like it really
was. I could have, I told Ramie, I was like, “I, you know, I could, I could have
died right then.” Like I did something that, like, I felt in my bones that was like
this - it solidified. It's like, this is exactly what you're supposed to be doing. You
know? It just felt good. Like I’m getting emotional about it now. Like, I was like,
um but um yeah. April 22nd, Earth Day Rally.
Not only did the participant realize she was capable of such leadership, she also
experienced a sense of fulfillment, that this was work that she was meant to do. Leading
this event facilitated that for her.
One of the most significant events in another participant’s work to address climate
change was a public speaking engagement in Senator Mitch McConnell’s office in
Washington, D.C.
...I gave a speech in his office, and that was super cool. And it kind of like - you
give a speech in his office and you're like, “Wow, this is so cool,” and then they
were like, “Okay! Now give a speech in front of these cameras!” And it's just like
Fox, CNN and then CBS and then you’re just like, “Whoa!” And I still get chills
thinking about like the lights are so bright and you kind of just say it.
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Not only was the event significant for this participant, but also the media coverage and
recognition that he received afterwards excited him, likely motivating him to continue the
work.
For several years, KSEC had been hosting multi-day gatherings for their
organizational members and other young people interested in their work. One of the
participants explained the Fall Summit, which they attended as a high school student and
was their first introduction to KSEC.
In the past we've had these like Fall Summits, which in my experience have been
very like transformative and bring a lot of people in. There is like trainings and
events and like actions you get to do and it's meeting all these like really cool
people from across the state that are organizing and. Like that's how I got
involved with KSEC.
In addition to the Fall Summit, KSEC also had hosted Catalyst. Another participant
described Catalyst, "which is like this summer camp where you go for a week and it's like
activist boot camp and you do trainings every day in the middle of the woods. Sounds a
little scary but it’s kind of life changing.” Both the Fall Summit and Catalyst adapted to
the COVID-19 pandemic by moving to a virtual space, rather than in-person.
As a former KSEC member and leader, I have helped organize and attend both the
Fall Summit and Catalyst. I was one of leaders that organized and launched the first
Catalyst in 2015. Personally, I reflected on these 2 events as SLE in my story to commit
to work that addresses climate change. It warmed my heart to hear that I am part of a
lineage of organizers that helped lay the foundation for events that are continuing to
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inspire other young people in Kentucky to act on climate change and environmental
justice.
One of the participants who attended KSEC’s Fall Summit explained that it was
“where I, like, learned what real, like, environmental justice organizing is.” They also
explained that the event helped them realize that they had a voice as a young person.
I was like, “Wait, like I can actually like do things that are like kind of
important!? I can like go to the Capitol and lobby politicians, and I can make
events happen, and I can like educate people on how to do these things?!” and all
that. And so that's really where that first started. And like my first like campaign
was like an Idle Free campaign. I helped put signs around the campus to stopped
idling. Yeah. So it just like started there.
There were other elements to this participant’s first Fall Summit experience that made it
particularly impactful.
I had never like been away from like my parents’ house for like the weekend
before. So it was very like exciting and it happened very fast and there was like, I
almost didn't go. ...From there and then like me and my friends kind of took on
like, well, leadership roles…And we like gradually did more and more of that
like, less like environmentalist stuff and more environmental justice sort of things.
… Yeah, that was fun with all these like college students that are very
intimidating…And they had been doing organizing forever and like had been to
Catalyst and I was like, “I- I don't know what's happening.” But yeah. Yes. I was
definitely a very like- I had never been like in an environment like that before.
But everybody was so welcoming. That was really cool. … The first thing that I
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remember is, like, it was like the first time that I had felt like a real like sense of
community and like doing a lot of like hard and like intense work together and
then like, at the end of the day, like me and my friends after like having done
these trainings all day and like organizing and like meeting all of these like new
people, we went to like a concert that was...happening that night. There was like a
festival going on and we went to that and like danced together and just kind of
like walked around. And It was just like the first time I felt like in community
with people and, like, I think it's like part of the reason why I think it's so
important to center like joy and like celebration in activism, because I was such
like a core memory, for me, I feel like. And then also like, yeah, going into the
space and be like very intimidated by all these people that have so much more
experience in their life, everyone was a lot older than I was, and being like so
welcoming...
This participant outlined several specific characteristics about their experiences at the
Fall Summit that made it so impactful, such as being away from home and around older
organizers; experiencing a sense of welcoming and belonging in community with other
organizers; centering joy; and connecting personal interests to the organization’s work.
Catalyst was a SLE for participants, too. It is important to point out that while one
of the participants attended Catalyst, too, he did not mention the gathering as a SLE.
Another participant’s experience of Catalyst introduced a new SLE to the literature,
which is connecting with place in Kentucky and the South.
… we had this like wonderful group of people that were there and like
participated and like took care of each other. And I got to do this training that I
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talk about all the time that was about like the resistance history in Kentucky and
Appalachia…And like I learned so much from it, and other people felt like really
empowered by it. We talked about like the coal, like a lot of the like labor
organizing that's happened. And like the coal mining strikes. We talked about like
the Black Jewel Miners. We talked about Eula Hall, who… because there was no
access to medical resources, she was like, “Well then I’ll make my own,” and like
set up this place that like all these people still come to today to like to get health
services that they can’t afford. And from that, how like Kentucky has always been
[very in]to like mutual aid and community resistance, and all these things. And
even though it was a very like lectury like kind of dense training, I think by the
end of it, everybody was like, “Oh, I had no idea that like Kentucky was so like
badass! Like that we had like this incredible like really like powerful history.”
And that was another moment where I was like, “I am so proud to be from
Kentucky, and like Kentucky is really badass and nobody knows it.” And I want
to like tell people about how cool my state is, um, and like why they should give a
shit about it...And that was like another training that was like, I was like, “No, I’m
like proud to be from here, and I want to tell people why I’m proud to be from it.”
And that was definitely like a really transformative moment. …[T]hat was like the
most powerful thing, like educating is definitely where my heart is at in activism
because of that.
It is important to note that this participant had a leadership role as a trainer during
Catalyst, which facilitated the transformational moment. This SLE also informed their
commitment to the work through education.
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For another participant, the Sunrise BIPOC gathering was a SLE. That was when
she realized that climate change was not an issue that only concerned White people. It
was because of this training that she reframed her organizing efforts to center climate
change.
Like I think Sunrise is what really changed the framework for me because I also
thought it was like a white people thing. I was like, “Oh, hippy dippy tree
huggers, like that's cool.” Like I mean, I am kind of a hippy dippy tree hugger but
typically, hang out with other Black hippy dippy tree huggers. So I was like,
“Well, I don't know if this is like my thing.” But I joined and when I went to the
BIPOC training and then there were a bunch of other BIPOC talking about like.
There were Indigenous people there, there were like black folks. There were you
know Latinx folks. Everybody was up there talking about how like their specific
community was affected and like I’m just, stuff like that was like, “Oh, wow.”
Like this isn't just like a white people thing. Like people really do care about this.
And everything’s also a lot more- like the stakes are super high with climate
change for them. It kind of like hit me, like all the other stuff that I’m worried
about doesn't really matter if there's not gon’ be an earth. So I was like, “Welp.”
Kind of just made me re-shift my, uh, framework to like that everything's a
climate issue, basically. … And now people know me more for climate stuff than
they do anything else, so. Just funny.
This event contributed to the participant’s sense of self-efficacy in the work. Bandura and
Cherry (2020) explain, “Seeing people similar to oneself succeed by perseverant effort
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also builds beliefs in their own capabilities" (p. 947). Part of this participant’s selfefficacy is seeing herself – people like her – succeeding in the work.
4.4.8 Learning at Work or in Organizations
Participants learning in their organizations, including participants for whom the
organization is also their workplace, was a SLE. This particularly rang true for the
participants who were the newest to climate change work. As such, many of their SLE
were happening in real-time. One participant was actively learning about climate change
and his role in it every day through his organization. He expressed:
I’m just very grateful for everybody that has, like, that I’ve gotten to connect with
through this work. And I, I try to take what I’ve learned from as many people as
possible and just apply that to my everyday life and the work that I do...I’m just
really grateful people have really shown me a lot that I didn't know was out there.
Another participant shared, "...mostly everything I’ve learned in terms of the environment
has been here through my experience, which is super cool...I mean, I took like a few
environmental science classes in college but was in no way kind of dedicated to it."
This motivated her to continue this work in large part because she has been constantly
learning. Examples of things she learned include water quality testing, community
outreach best practices, nonformal educational techniques, and Kentucky natural history.
She reflected:
I'm still doing this because I feel like we hold a lot of power to solving things and
I’m constantly learning, which I love to do. It's like, I mean, I think, even if I did
go to school for biology or ecology, or you know, whatever, I think I would still,
like, enter the field in a new day and have a million things to learn just by
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observing nature and taking things in. And so, it's really exciting to like just learn
and just to see how nature is responding to a lot of the atrocities that we, quite
frankly, have caused.
Furthermore, learning through her work, this participant was developing the SLE of
connection to place in Kentucky.
I, like, I have never appreciated Kentucky as much as I have through this
experience. Like the diversity in our state, like, geographically, geologically is so
incredible. There's just, there's so much like natural beauty, such cool natural
features in different regions of the state. So I’m really learning a lot more about
that and really appreciating that connection to place,...which I feel like hasn't
really resonated with me before...
Other participants shared learning about environmental and related issues for the first
time through organizations. One participant explained that they want to incorporate “a lot
stuff that KSEC has taught me” – such as being a good accomplice, building community,
networking, mutual aid, and radical honesty – into their future career. Furthermore, this
participant began to understand the importance of visioning in sustaining their work
thanks to one of KSEC’s trainings.
4.4.9 Formal Education
Formal education experiences in high school and college classrooms were also
SLE for study participants. As discussed in the SLE section about witnessing
environmental destruction, participants’ university study abroad experiences were
integral to some participants’ stories.

133

An analysis of other ways that formal education motivated participants’
commitment to climate change revealed that assignments, such as presentations and
papers, were SLE. Rob claimed that his first action to address climate change was doing a
presentation as a first year in high school: “That's when I made like, I did like a
presentation on climate change and stuff.” Connor and Megan appreciated the
opportunity to learn more about climate change and related issues through self-directed
research paper topics. For Megan, this SLE contributed to another SLE, which is
connecting to place in Kentucky.
University educational experiences that focused on Appalachian Studies,
specifically, were a SLE for participants. Based on Clemons’ (2020) oral history
interviews with young activists in Appalachia, she cited “education as a time and
environment in which they developed greater social awareness, place-based notions of
identity and scholarship, and activism as a bridge between grassroots and academic
knowledge and organizing” (p. 53). One of Clemons’ interviewers credited his
undergraduate and graduate education as well as an introduction to the field of
Appalachian Studies as critical to connecting academic work and fieldwork, or activism.
Clemons (2020) also shared that another participated connected her “regional education”
to her activism (p. 56). Although Clemons’ research focused on Kentucky youth
activism in general, these themes resonated with the experiences of the Kentucky youth
climate activists that participated in this study.
Another participant shared a SLE from her classroom learning that helped her to
connect academic work to activism. A class that she took focused on U.S. social
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movements of 60s contextualized her organizing with Sunrise to inspire a sense of
collective efficacy to her work.
And like feeling like I was a part of like a - because I took a class on 1968 and
1969 when I was in undergrad and just seeing like all the correlations that were
happening in 2019 and 2020 to those 2 years, how like, it was just really cool …
Yeah, part of just like a shift in political consciousness, like, I felt like I was part
of like the group of organizers and activists that was like culturally shifting the
way that people thought about climate as an issue and, like. How Sunrise really
was the main like group you can point to as like why climate became the top issue
in the debates.
Another participant cited his freshman Intro to Environmental Studies class as the time he
consciously decided to commit to addressing climate change with his life. He shared,
“But it was college when I started like really delving into the issue and decided like,
‘Okay, this is a huge world problem that I’m gonna like actually try to help in in some
small way, at least.’” Formal education was a central SLE for this study’s participants.
4.4.10 Connection to Place in Kentucky and the South
The participants in this study had SLE that were rooted in place-based historical
geographies and political economies that were particular to the U.S. South, but mostly
particular to Kentucky and eastern Kentucky in Appalachia (Black, et al., 2016). In
Chapter 2, I suggested Kentucky’s rich history of social and environmental justice
activism might serve as formative context for the SLE of study participants. Indeed,
participants articulated a connection to place – mostly places of culture but some of
nature – distinct from the general connection to nature presented in past SLE studies.
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In the previous section that presents the SLE of formal education, I underscored
Clemons’ (2020) findings that Appalachian Studies-related classes and research helped
young people bridge their lived experiences, academic knowledge, and activism. One of
the participants shared why she researched coal miner labor organizing and how it related
to a just transition today.
I was like always curious like, “Why is- Why are people so passionate about this
place?” And then I studied it and I was like, “Oh.” Like it made me, um, have a
new, like, found respect to the place that I grew up in because then I was like,
“You know, these people are kind of not my cup of tea, but they're pretty badass
if you look into the history of it.” So yeah…I wanted a reason to- I wanted to
understand the region that I grew up in a little bit more, ‘cause the people there
just didn't really make any sense to me when I lived there.
When I asked this participant if she still had a connection to eastern Kentucky, she
responded:
I would say yeah, um. I do. I don't like, physically, if that makes sense. Like I’m
constantly talking about it... I would say emotionally I’m definitely still tied to it
‘cause I’m, I- Whenever I was like thinking about, you know, energy and like
what to write about and stuff, I was like, I feel like I wouldn't want to write by
anything else except for people in my hometown. ‘Cause that just makes the most
sense to me, so.
Another participant developed a connection to place in the South and pride in
Kentucky through a mixture of learning and teaching history of Kentucky resistance,
Appalachian Studies university classes, and experiences in Kentucky nature.
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I think Kentucky has a very like rich culture, and I think under all of the like
Confederate flags and like Trump and redneck stuff, I think at the heart of it,
something that I think is really cool about Kentucky, is that no matter who you are
like people will welcome you at their table. And I think that's where conversations
start, is at like a common, you know common place. Which could be at
somebody’s like dinner table where you're sharing food together or you’re like
celebrating a holiday together, I think there's like something to be said for
Southern hospitality. And it's not just like, you know, the people from the south
are more, like, friendly or like going to have a conversation. I think it's something
that's very, like, radical and can start with real important conversations. And I
think that's something that Kentucky has. I think harnessing, like, the cultural
power of Appalachia and, like, empowering people that live there and showing
people, like, how cool Kentucky is, like, you know, it took me like a lot, like so
long to realize like how beautiful the state is. And I think that's so silly because
it's just like all around us. And, like showing that to people. And also, like,
teaching people about Kentucky’s history. And finding a common ground with
people are all things that are like, Kentucky, are like strengths of the state that
maybe aren't everywhere else.
One participant’s social/environmental positionality being from the South in New
Orleans, Louisiana as well as from Kentucky lent a perspective that underscored notions
about Southern hospitality and its connection to organizing.
This participant shared, “The best organizers I’m seeing is coming out of the
South because we already utilize some form of mutual aid in our lives. You know, that's
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just how it is, southern hospitality...” As an organizer in Kentucky whose climate change
work is through mutual aid, this participant incorporated the values she had learned in
part from her childhood growing up in New Orleans, Louisiana with her mother.
I think it was just like my upbringing with my mom being poor, you know, having
to scrap whatchu got, you know, to make it work. Um I think that's kind of what it
what stemmed from it, you know...And I mean like just being from New Orleans
like everyone talks about food. The food’s not good just because it's just like from
New Orleans. It’s good because I mean they really use whatever they have to
make that a worthwhile experience for you. It's it's like this idea of like nourishing
yourself with what little you have and indulging in that you know. Indulging in
the littleness that you have, knowing that it's going to be okay the next day um is
really like a big ideology that, I think, kind of helped that, I think.
She shared that her commitment to mutual aid and love for simplicity originated from
those experiences.
Several participants shared a similar experience of shifting from a dislike for
Kentucky – wanting to move away and never return – to a love for Kentucky, including a
commitment to improving and staying in the state. This connection to place was a SLE in
participants’ commitment to addressing climate change in Kentucky. Several participants
admitted that for a long time, all they wanted to do was leave Kentucky. Participants
cited a variety of reasons for wanting to leave, such as separating from difficult childhood
experiences and not feeling connected to or seen by the people around them. However,
participants shared that their perspectives changed over time. One participant shared that
after he moved away from his hometown, “I really started to fall in love with the place
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and really started to like meet more people and, like really, really see Kentucky for the
first time.” I asked this participant to explain what he saw in Kentucky.
I have no clue how I would explain Kentucky to somebody. But I know that it is
an incredibly special place. And that the way people. Just seeing the ways that
people do this, like do all kinds of work in Kentucky, and especially coming from
my initial view of Kentucky when I was in [my hometown]. Like okay, yeah,
Kentucky sucks. There's nothing cool here. Like how, how can I do anything that
I’m passionate about here? And not seeing the communities and spaces. And now
doing this work in Kentucky and having a broader perspective of it, that's just,
I’m just baffled. I’ve traveled to different places, but nothing, has like come close
to Kentucky and the kind of communities that I’ve seen here and the kind of care
that I’ve seen here. And I just yeah I love that.
Because of this SLE of connecting to place in Kentucky and falling in love with it, this
participant chose to commit to making the state a better place for everyone.
I don't want other people to feel like they have to leave to feel safe or comfortable
or to do the things that they're passionate about. And I know that there are so
many ways for people to do those things. And it can be hard to find it, so just
making like doing our best to reach as many people as possible and really just get
out there that's like that's, it's important to me because I know what it's like to not
to not know that information and not have that community and not have that space
to be heard the way we want to be heard.
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He explained this desire for a just transition in Kentucky as his work to address climate
change, meaning fostering a connection to place for other young Kentuckians is related to
addressing climate change in the state.
Another participant shared that, “I feel like as a kid I didn't really get to explore
much of Kentucky.” Because her home situation was not “the best,” she explained, “...I
was looking for every reason possible to get as far away from home as I could when I
was going to college...so I [left], which was really good for me, and never wanted to
return to Kentucky.” When this participant’s post-graduate plans fell through, she
decided to commit to return to Kentucky.
And I think. I, like, I have never appreciated Kentucky as much as I have through
this experience. Like the diversity in our state, like, geographically, geologically
is so incredible. There's just, there's so much like natural beauty, such cool natural
features in different regions of the state. So I’m really learning a lot more about
that and really appreciating that connection to place... which I feel like hasn't
really resonated with me before just because of some of the challenges … Maybe
I’ll end up back in Kentucky. It is a really exceptional place and I’m so grateful to
be sharing space like with this land and with my community like I am now, so.
She connected with the ecological aspects of Kentucky, which inspired a connection to
place that beforehand, she did not experience.
On the other hand, another participant who moved away for college expressed
every intention of continuing to address climate change in Kentucky long-term because
of his connection to the state. He reflected:
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And maybe I could start something new [in this city] or I could join something
new in [this city]. But I think at the end of the day, I’m still a Kentuckian, and I
still admire Kentucky and I still want to work with Kentucky… And I mean, it's
my, it's it's like my home state pretty much, even though I wasn't born there. I
spent most of my life there. So it's just like, I don't want to like give up on the
state. … like I feel like Kentucky is still my community. And so I can relate more
to Kentuckians. I know that issues going on in Kentucky. I’m familiar with the
issues going on in [this city], but I really care deeply about the issues in
Kentucky. And I also like to kind of stay up to date on what's happening
Kentucky.”
This connection to Kentucky contributed to this participant’s plans for his career and the
future of the state.
I’m just like working towards, just like, you know, having Kentucky kind of
placed on the map in like a good way with being like a like a green state and like
an environmentally-friendly state. One that's like really successful in renewable
energy. And I think like my…degree that I’m getting will help me like
accomplish that goal of wanting Kentucky to be like put on the map in like a good
way and not in a way of just like, “Oh, they’re like the coal state...That's what
they do. And they pollute the rivers.” So yeah, that's like my overall goal is to like
get Kentucky to be like in a better place than it this right now.
Another participant saw the goal of their organization’s work in a similar way.
I think a lot of it is like creating a state that we want to see and connecting to
other young people and building a coalition of people that like want to make
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Kentucky a better state. More like an environmentally friendly state but that's not
like our only - environmental issues are like our only thing. We recognize that
like environmental justice is very like intersectional and it connects to all of the
other things that people are advocating for across the state. So it's also about like
building networks and alliances and really just trying to make like Kentucky a
state that's like powerful, getting people's voices heard, and I can feel proud for
being a Kentuckian.
These participants viewed pride in Kentucky as both a connection that they maintained
and a goal to bring others into.
Even though participants expressed a strong connection to place in Kentucky,
some participants framed their work on climate change within a global context, as well.
One participant explained:
Kentucky is so diverse in our ecoregions, in our geology, which influence
everything, right, like our soil in our watersheds and all sorts of things...But, I
think that really holds a key to how we are interacting the climate crisis in our
state and at large, because you have to consider how different regions will be
affected, you have to consider how different people and lifestyles will be affected,
and there's not one simple answer. So I think in terms of like the sense of place,
where I am here, feels almost like a microcosm of a larger country, world, where
there's, I mean, there's a lot to consider and it's not an easy answer.
One participant walked me through her place-based identities and how that framed her
climate change work.
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Um so I really am someone who cares a lot about locating myself. Like I care
about locating myself in my family. I care about locating myself in my city, and
my neighborhood, in my job community. Like I always want to know where I am.
And when I think about myself I think about myself as someone who lives in the
U.S. but more specifically, I’ve always viewed myself as a Kentuckian and like,
which I think is really fascinating about our nationalism, right?...But it's also cool
because we get to have so many different identities. Like I’m a Kentuckian, and
I’m an Appalachian, but I also see myself as a Louisvillian because I have lived
there and done a lot of work there and it's a community that's really close to my
heart. But at the same time, I see myself as someone who lives in the U.S. And as
someone who lives in the U.S., I see myself globally as like a part of a
problem...Like sometimes, I’m going to be working on stuff specifically for, you
know, my community in Kentucky, and that doesn't mean I’m focusing on, you
know, people across the world. So then I have to step back and be like, what can I
do at the same time for people in other parts of the world, so that way I’m actively
still involved in both my global community and my local community.
While this participant was connected to place as a Kentuckian, she navigated geopolitical
identities of social/environmental positionality, recognizing that as a person living in
United States, she has a responsibility to act on climate change as part of the global
problem.

4.5

What Challenges Participants’ Work to Address Climate Change
Study participants faced many challenges and barriers in their work to address

climate change in Kentucky. Table 4.4 summarizes the number of participants that
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exhibited each theme. These included examples of individual challenges and barriers,
such as dealing with personal health issues and navigating the responsibilities associated
with young adulthood. Other challenges and barriers were interpersonal, such as dealing
with gender and racial bias within organizations. Participants’ social/environmental
positionality influenced several challenges and barriers.
Table 4.4 What Challenges Participants’ Work to Address Climate Change
No. of
Themes
Participants
Personal Health
6
Navigating Young Adulthood
7
Gender and Racial Bias
6
Working as and Sustaining Organizations
7
Money
4
Climate Change is a Tough Topic, Especially in Kentucky

7

4.5.1 Personal Health
Participants faced personal health challenges and barriers to their work, including
navigating care for diagnoses, experiencing burnout, losing hope, and experiencing the
imposter phenomenon.
4.5.1.1 Navigating Care for Diagnoses
Some of the participants cited recent mental and physical health diagnoses as
challenges they were learning to overcome in pursuing their work to address climate
change. One participant shared:
I’m still trying to figure out what works best for me and taking care of myself. I
recently received like a couple diagnoses. So I’m just like learning to navigate

144

that... I had to step back for a little bit and take some time for myself to go
through the treatment that I had. It's really been a continual process.
Part one of this challenge was taking care of himself in general, and part two was figuring
out what it looks like to take care of himself while doing climate change work.
“Sometimes it’s really hard,” he explained:
...and it's like, there's so many ways for organizing to look and not knowing what
that's supposed to look like and not knowing what that looks like for you, when
you also might not have the resources you yourself need in other areas. That's
really interesting to navigate.
While it sounded like this participant was working through these challenges, their
experience suggested that other young people in Kentucky experienced this as a barrier to
continuing or even starting work to address climate change. He hinted that there were
ways organizations can be structured or function to accommodate a diversity of abilities.
4.5.1.2 Burnout
Several participants experienced burnout and had either left organizations
altogether in part because of it or taken breaks from organizations or projects to take time
away from the work to recharge. Some participants experienced burnout because specific
activities in the work were not fulfilling or of interest to them. For example, Gabriella’s
work involved educating a new audience she had never worked with before, and with
whom “...the capacity to get engaged [in the educational experiences] isn’t always there.
So, it’s a little tricky in that sense and I’ve experienced some burnout from just kind of
navigating that.” Gabriella recently tried climate policy work and quickly realized it
was not for her after experiencing rapid burnout.
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...I’ve had some opportunities recently to like get a little bit more involved on the
like the climate policy front, and I struggled a lot. I don't love the climate policy
side of things because I feel like I’m one second into this work, and I’m already
burned out somehow. Which was really perplexing because I was like, “I love
political science. I love looking at systems and thinking about policy.” But for
some reason, from a climate perspective, it just - I don't know if it seems too
abysmal for me? It's like, there were over 500 fossil fuel lobbyists at COP 26,
and, like, that makes me so upset.
As another example, Cameron shared that they were glad to support their organization in
a leadership capacity, “...but I’m also like, this isn’t what I want to do. This is really
draining work for me.” One challenge is doing specific tasks that participants do not
want to do.
Megan had been engaged in climate change work for several years. She had
experienced burnout before, but developed a powerful perspective that helped sustain her
engagement in the work.
I used to get burned out about, but then I realized, like, this is gonna be my life’s,
like a lifelong journey, and so, if I like get myself too worked up thinking I have
to be doing something all the time, right now, then I am gonna burn out. I am
gonna leave the work and that's going to be more detrimental than if I just step
back for a couple months, so.
I will discuss participants’ coping mechanisms to sustain their work in more detail later in
this chapter.
4.5.1.3 Losing Hope
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Several participants shared that they got depressed, discouraged, and lost hope in
their work because of the projected impacts of climate change and society’s lack of action
to address it. Rob explained how his hope level changed over time.
I think my hope level fluctuates. I think I was really hopeful in [this one
organization], and then it started to decline, decline, and then I joined [a new
organization] and I got kind of hopeful. And then it like declined. And then I did
[this organization] and it started going up. And now it's just back at like, kind of
like a decline...I feel like I don't know what I’m working towards now… because
I feel like a lot of those things have already been said, and just still haven't been
like accomplished.
Rob explained that losing hope made it hard to do the work. Even when he was part of an
organization that was taking action to address climate change, that did not always help
him to sustain hope.
4.5.1.4 Imposter Phenomenon
A couple participants shared feelings that were characteristic of the imposter
phenomenon, a form of intellectual self-doubt (Weir, 2013). Some participants were new
to climate change work, which is common for people who experience the imposter
phenomenon (Weir, 2013). One of them explained the roots of his anxious feelings when
approaching this work.
... I hadn't done this kind of work before and like, you know, where do I fit into
this, where do the things that I care about and I’m passionate about, like my
previous experiences, where did those fit into this? … I still do kind of struggle
some to know like. Okay, well, where do I fall with like, like where I came from,
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how I got to this work, and how will all of these things tie together as I move
forward?
Another participant new to this work explained:
And I think it's hard for me because I feel like I have imposter syndrome 80% of
the time because I also am not super well educated in this because it wasn't my
field I studied. And so it's kind of constantly like me going into spaces knowing
that I’ll probably know the least in the room and being there to learn.
Because she did not formally study this topic, this participant felt like other people doing
this work were more educated and knew more than her. That led to feelings of being an
imposter in the work. These participants experienced psychological barriers that they
dealt with in their work to address climate change in Kentucky.
4.5.2 Navigating Young Adulthood
Many of the challenges that participants faced were related to their positionality
as young adults and navigating those new changes and responsibilities, while committing
to the work. Participants discussed challenges of moving for college, housing security
and rent, creating a work/life/community balance, and aging out of youth organizing
spaces.
4.5.2.1 Moving for College
After high school, some participants moved to different cities to attend college.
For some, this move meant feeling disconnected from a sense of community. Rob
explained, “Like as a college student, it's kind of like you're here, but you're not really,
like, you’re not really like a citizen citizen. Like you're in the city, but you're not really
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part of the community, I don’t think." This sense of not being part of the community
contributed to Cameron’s feelings of loneliness. They explained:
I think the biggest thing that was like a shift when I moved was like I definitely
had like a community of people in [my hometown], and like a lot of connections
and. Even if it wasn't like always the best space to organize in, it was still, like,
there was a lot of people that I feel like I could go to or like I could walk to their
house or, you know, call them up if I needed to. And in [this new city] I knew
some people, but I didn't know them as well as I did - like I hadn’t organized with
them - like kind of like knew them through extension and I didn't really have any
places to plug in, especially because when I moved here, it was in the middle of a
pandemic. ... I felt a little like lonelier and like a little bit less of like a
community...And it could be because I came here in a pandemic, or because, like,
I’m really only like around like campus… I’m usually like just on campus. Like
I’m kind of just in like my bubble, and I don’t move.
Cameron expressed that in this new city, their support network is not as strong as in their
hometown, and that right now, their community is limited to the university campus.
Furthermore, Cameron shared that they had not found a community to organize with,
which limited the work they could do.
One of the participants reflects on the unique challenges of organizing in
Kentucky while living in a different state.
It's um it's like kind of hard because there's a lot of times where there's just like if
I was there, I know [an event] would’ve gone better type of things. That sounds
like cocky or something. But like I just mean it in like a nice sense. Like a lot of
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[the organization’s members] can't drive and I can drive, so if I was there, I could
have done it. Or like a lot of times over like who wants to present at a thing and
it’ll be in Louisville and we don't have as many Louisville people as we used to…
Especially now that Molly’s [in a different Kentucky city] and I’m in [a new
city]…It's hard. It's kind of stressful, especially like time zone difference, which is
just an hour which isn't that bad, but it's still kind of frustrating to like deal with
the time zone difference.
This participant expressed feelings of wanting to be in Kentucky to support fellow
members with a ride to events and to support the organization by being available for
presentations. He even shared that the small time zone difference was a challenge for
coordinating communication. Even when this participant was willing to travel to
Kentucky for an event or action he helped organize, he faced administrative barriers from
his scholarship program.
I helped lead [the protest in Kentucky], but I wasn't there, but because I’m in this
[scholarship program]. And I email [the director], and I’m like, “Hey. I have this
protest going on, I really want to make it down for it, like, I helped lead it,” and
he was like, “Well, you can either come to the meeting, or we can take like your
funding.” I was like, “I guess I’ll go to the meeting.”
While moving for college presented new opportunities for participants to pursue their
education, it also presented significant challenges and barriers to their work to address
climate change in Kentucky.
4.5.2.2 Housing Insecurity and Paying Rent
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Some participants were living on their own and were newly responsible for
securing a place to live and paying rent. This posed new challenges for participants, such
as managing funds to pay rent and dealing with landlords. One participant’s rental
application was denied because they were an organizer in the community. Another
participant shared that they could not attend a gathering with fellow youth climate
activists because of housing insecurity. They shared:
And in 2019 I wasn't able to go and then 2020 I also wasn't able to because I was
like, “Okay. I am currently unhoused. I have to make sure that I’m taking care of
myself before I’m learning how to better assist those around me.”
Housing insecurity posed a significant barrier for participants to do the work, as they had
to balance taking care of themselves and taking care of the community. These
participants’ social/environmental marginality contributed their experience of housing
insecurity as well as their ability to engage in the work.
4.5.2.3 Work/Life/Community Balance
A challenge that participants experienced was balancing their work life, personal
life, and work with the community. Alicia explained feeling overwhelmed by that
balancing act.
The reason that I’m getting overwhelmed is because, like, I want to make this
time for me to create things... But it's also this other big responsibility that I feel
to continue on, like, organizing and doing my other responsibilities that pay my
bills. That, you know, in lieu of, you know, like the Infrastructure Bill ‘n, you
know, um, just keeping up with all that news. It's very like overwhelming because
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it's like, how do I make this time for myself to like grow in this creative way, but
still havin’ to help my community grow, as well?
Alicia wanted to balance supporting her community’s growth while supporting her own
artistic growth. Mac explained that it was common for organizers to balance several jobs
or projects to make ends meet, which he was grateful was not the case for him:
...I have wanted to be an organizer since high school, since I knew that you, like,
that this was something you could do. And I never thought it would be tangible
to, like, you know, be able to do something that I love every day and not, you
know, not have to stretch myself paper thin for it. Because so many people who
are organizers are juggling so many other things, including other jobs and like just
things that they do and I’m very, very grateful.
Being an organizer was Mac’s dream job, one that he did not think he would be able to
do full time while providing for himself simply because that is the norm for many
organizers. This perception likely poses significant barriers to other young people from
getting involved in organizing work to address climate change in Kentucky.
4.5.2.4 Aging Out
Several participants experienced challenges in aging out of youth organizing
spaces. They felt that they were too old to continue being engaged in certain
organizations, or the structure of the organizations made it inaccessible to them now that
they had a full-time job. Megan shared her experiences with this challenge:
So, last year I started teaching…and I would say as soon as I started working full
time, it was really hard for me to envision where I fit in in the climate movement
because, as much as I love that it is youth-led, youth don't have 9 to 5. So it's like
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really hard once you become a- like I’m still a youth, but I’m like the oldest on
the spectrum of youth. Like once you hit those upper 20s, you kind of lose your
place, which has been kind of hard. Just trying to like- Because now people look
at me as like a mentor and I don't want to mom people. I want to be a part of it,
like, I want to be one of the moving pieces... So it's been hard for me to put
myself back in because I don't end up in the exact same position I was in when I
was in college. So yeah that's definitely been tough like. Besides the fact that, you
know, having a job makes it inaccessible, which is a whole issue in itself, because
then what are we going to do about all the people in the labor force that want to
be involved in climate justice?...So, I’ve been trying to find like older groups of
people who are interested in climate justice, but man, they're just not banging it
out the same way...
Once Megan started working a typical “9 to 5” job, it became hard for her to engage in
youth climate organizing. Also, once her age piqued in the upper 20s, she felt like she
became too old and lost her place in the movement. While she felt that she could still
engage in youth organizations if she wanted, she struggled with the role she gets placed
in as a teacher, mentor, or caretaker for younger members. Megan wanted to continue
being involved in the climate movement among older groups of people, but she
was struggling to find the right organization doing work that interested her.
Rob shared that aging out of youth organizing started as early as 20 years old. He
shared:
I turned 20 in July, which is super weird. I don't like being 20... It’s like when
you’re a teenager, to me, people will be like, “Oh wow! Look at you. You're like
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a teenage activist!” But once you’re 20, it’s just kind of like, “Oh, you’re an
adult.”
Rob’s quote suggested that once a young person aged out of their teens, the public
perceived them as adults, and at that point, their activism became less impressive. The
quote also suggested that Rob felt a bit out of place in youth climate organizing spaces,
like Megan.
Clemons (2020) interviewed young organizers in Appalachian Kentucky about
their definition of “young,” and they, too, mentioned this process of aging out of
organizations. Specifically, Clemons shared that several interviewees involved in the
STAY Together Appalachian Youth Project discuss aging out of the organization while
“continuing to support younger cohorts of leaders and participants” (p. 41). One
interviewee shared what it was like to age out of that organization.
It’s scary in some ways. ...I think...getting older and aging out of these groups that
are geared toward younger people is...like I say scary as kind of a joke, but it is
kind of a weird thing getting older, and...seeing the evidence of that around you in
...not being able to be a part of these groups. Being in space where there are
young people that are...maybe 5 years younger than me and feeling like I am so
much older than this person is like a really weird experience (pp. 41-42).
While none of the participants in this study were affiliated with the STAY project,
STAY’s work was related to the work that this study’s participants engaged in to address
climate change, specifically regarding environmental justice and a just transition for
Appalachian Kentucky. As Clemons’ article stated and as Megan shared, young people
on the older spectrum are often relegated to mentorship or supportive roles to younger
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members. The common challenge among these 2 studies suggested that aging out of
youth-centered organizations was a common challenge for young people organizing in
Kentucky to navigate.
4.5.3 Gender and Racial Bias
Generally, Gabriella experienced bias in certain workspaces because of her
intersecting positionality as being young and a woman. She shared:
I think the obvious [challenge] is being young and being a woman...[and] being
like, “Hey! I've learned a few things and I, like, I know that this is not good for
our warming globe, right?” But then being underestimated or called sweetheart or
things like that, you know? It just kind of gets to you.
For other participants, the intersecting positionality of being a woman, being Black, and
being one of the older organizers in youth organizing spaces created unique challenges.
Another participant shared her frustrations of being pushed into a mentor role.
… It gets tiring when you feel like every time you enter a movement space, you
have to take on a caretaker role. And being a black woman, that's just kind of the
role that you're given, especially when you join a White organizing space, like
you pretty much are always given the ‘I'm going to dump all my emotional shit
onto you’ role. And I just can't do that anymore, like I don't have the emotional
capacity for any- I I’m trying to take care of myself. So I'm like, I don't have the
emotional capacity to take care of anyone right now. …But at the same time, like
I said, like you know, being a Black woman, being a little bit older, you know,
joining these spaces automatically makes you take on like the maternal figure role
and I’m like, I just don't wanna. I don't want to do that, right now.
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This participant expressed being boxed into a role because of her positionality in the
organization.
Every participant with experiences in the Sunrise Movement presented their
perspective on the issue of inequitable labor distribution based on race. There was a
common sentiment among some study participants that Sunrise leaders predominantly
placed labor on organizers of color without their consent. One participant explained:
You know we have like this Green New Deal Town Hall in Frankfort a couple
years ago at [a Kentucky university]. They were like, you know, up there talking,
all like the different Sunrise reps, they're like. “Oh, you know it's so important
that you know we center these people and we don't put too much labor on these
certain people and we make our voices heard, and we do this and that and the
other.” And it's like, but do you do any of those things? I don't know about that.
So yeah, just like saying one thing and then you know saying like, “Oh, we center
BIPOC, but we don't overwork them,” like, do you? Do you? Or it’s like by them
saying ‘center’ it's like, do you center them or are you putting labor on them?
There's a difference. Cuz like yeah you want the people that have been impacted
to be the people in charge, but only if they chose to be in charge.
This participant further explained how she felt this inequitable distribution of labor based
on race was violent. “...the fellows like, mind you, the fellows are White and me and [my
friend] are BIPOC and we’re doing all the work, all the labor, and other people are
getting paid. And like it was just so violent in so many ways. We were like, yeah, not
doing this anymore.”
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These Kentucky hub experiences happened amidst a backdrop of national Sunrise
racial equity issues, as well. One participant shared her experience during that time.
...a lot of things with the Sunrise Movement were making our hub person
uncomfortable. There was their first Black organizer that they like hired at the
national level was fired at that time, and he kind of…was kind of spilling the
beans and basically telling everybody that, you know, Sunrise…was basically
tokenizing [people of color]. You know, and a lot of that was true because if you
look at the numbers, if you go through certain communities in Sunrise Hubs, you
know, they're all White, they're all university students. We were like lacking that
real people power. Um you know people were only organizing in spaces that were
familiar to them. And that happened on a national like level and um. We just
didn't really know how to navigate through that anymore, so we switched our
agenda...
As a result of these issues as well as common experiences of being tokenized as BIPOC
in Sunrise, BIPOC members from all the hubs in the United States wrote a letter to the
national Sunrise team in 2019 asking them to make changes to address specific racial
justice issues in the organization. At this point, several Kentucky members decided to
leave Sunrise altogether.
And that's why I left, because I was like, you know if it's bad enough that we're
like all of us from all 50 states are like writing a letter showing. I was like, maybe
it's time for me to step. So yeah because at that point it's probably past the point of
no return, and I don't like to like say things are past the point of no return, but you
know, things definitely get there...
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Even still, this participant said that the actions she took with Sunrise did feel meaningful,
“but sometimes it feels hypocritical,” she explained. “Like it’s like, ‘Oh what we’re doing
is important,’ but at the same time you guys are doing this stuff behind the scenes that
like undermines everything that’s being said out loud."
Another participant shared a similar reflection about their time in Sunrise. They
pointed out the importance of understanding fellow organizers’ social/environmental
privilege and marginality in ensuring that the work was equitable. They explained:
So it was very like tumultuous. Not like because of me, specifically, just like the
hub kind of fell apart. And a lot of that was due to like poor internal structure and
issues with like, I guess, recreating the systems we were trying to break down and
that like there was issues with all of the people of color in the hub taking on all of
the work. And work not being like delegated properly, like people not taking on
things in an equitable fashion. And it all being like falling to one person. And a lot
of like not great communication. …A lot of like inequitable work distribution, a
lot of like people not taking into account people's identities and how that affects
them in their work. And a lot of like tokenizing, as well, of the people of color. I
said that Sunrise was very like about their image and, as effective of a strategy is
that can be, it also is very exploitative of when you have a majority White
movement. Because the people that can be involved in the climate movement
oftentimes are people that are already like pretty like privileged financially and
White, because they have, you know, because White people are typically more
privileged financially and can have more time and like energy to devote to those
things because they're not, you know, having to worry. You know. They’re not
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dealing with the effects of racism and all of how much of that affects your life.
But um. Yeah. So very just like tokenizing and exploitive work, not sustainable,
everybody was left very like burnt out.
All of the study participants with experiences in Sunrise left the hub because of this issue.
One of them put it simply: “So we kind of just like fell apart.” Despite the issues in
Sunrise, several participants shared positive SLE that happened because of their
participation in the organization.
Another participant shared that it was this perception of environmental or climate
work being a space for white people that stopped him from getting involved in the work
earlier.
I had kind of been hesitant to do environmental work - or not do environment
work, but get involved with some of the organizations that I knew about because
I’m aware that it's, at least, where I was like, it's a very- I didn't see a lot of people
of color in the work. Most of the spaces were predominantly White spaces, or like
were all White spaces. I was just really hesitant because I was like, “Well, how
are my experiences going to be received or acknowledged? And how am I going
to be received and acknowledged within this space?” With that, something that I
think has been challenging to navigate is like how white supremacy can like affect
every aspect of everything...
Considering this was an assumption and barrier for the participants of color, this suggests
that it is a common barrier for other young BIPOC in Kentucky to get involved in climate
change work.
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Primarily because of issues like the ones presented, one participant did not want
to be an organizer for their career.
...I feel like every time, too, like I come into a different organizing space and like
just learn about how like toxic or unsustainable or how it's just like recreating
systems of oppression...So yeah that's all very like disheartening… A lot of that
has like kind of indicated to me that, like organizing is not something that I want
to do for the rest of my life...I still want to like educate people and be involved
in…some capacity, but like leading and organizing and all of that is not like what
I want to do, because ultimately it just like hurts me or the people around me.
Witnessing racial inequality issues and generally being hurt and hurting those around
them within organizations was a negative SLE that changed the way this participant
decided to work to address climate change in Kentucky. This brought up an unstudied
aspect of SLE research, which is understanding negative SLE that dissuaded individuals
from leaving work related to the environment.
4.5.4 Working As and Sustaining Organizations
In the previous discussion on participants’ challenges regarding gender and racial
bias, participants expressed how such issues can lead to organizations dissolving.
Working together as an organization and sustaining organizations was a big challenge for
study participants. Challenges included interpersonal relationships, agreeing on priorities
and tactics, accountability, COVID-19, and ultimately dissolving organizations.
4.5.4.1 Interpersonal Relationships
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Participants expressed feelings of awkwardness, annoyance, and exclusion due to
difficult interpersonal relationships among organizational members. One participant
stopped attending an organization’s meetings because of members’ romantic
relationships, which “[made] the meetings really awkward,” and because of differing
political views. Cameron explained that there are organizations in Kentucky that are
cliquey, meaning that there was an in-group and out-group that created a sense of
exclusion if you were part of the out-group.
[This organization] was definitely, definitely became that in that like, there was a
group of friends that helped run [it], and they only talked to each other and didn’t
communicate to other people important things.
The cliquey-ness also negatively impacted communication in the organization.
4.5.4.2 Agreeing on Priorities and Tactics
Another challenge for working as an organization was agreeing on the
organization’s priorities and the tactics to address those priorities. Alicia explained one of
her frustrations in some of the tactics her organization prioritized.
The community doesn't care if the community can't take action to join us. And
um, it's just one of those brick wall things where then you're stating, yelling
outside of somebody's house or something and everyone's looking at you from the
road like, “What the fuck are they doin’?” And then the person inside’s like,
“What the fuck are you doin’?” And like no one gets it, you know. Those are the
times where it feels the - no meaning. Um. It's it's not doing anything. It's not
challenging anyone's opinions. You're just screaming. You know, a little different
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from a protest, but I cannot stand outside of someone's like workplace and like, “I
force you to vote on this.” Like that shit don’t work. They don’t care.
Megan expressed frustration with the lack of action and the focus on talking in her youth
organizing experience.
I just would love to see more organizations in general, but especially climate
organizations, with direct action as their center because we're past talking with
climate. Like we're past talking. People know the points. I think that the last 4
years, 2016 through 2020, we really put the points in people's head like now,
people do understand the risk. They do understand how little time we have. …I
just feel like we're past talking, which is hard because…COVID just happened so
it's like. We kind of have to still be talking. And I definitely think there's not ever
going to be a point where people aren't learning so there should always be people
doing the talking point stuff but, now we're in the point where, if you know the
talking points and you've done the trainings, we need to be putting you in the
actions and we need to be doing actions...
In contrast, Cameron struggled with the fast-action approach to organizing and said that it
contributed to an unhealthy environment. They explained:
...the other thing about [this organization] is that they're very like, “Go, go, go.”
Which I understand, especially like if you're trying to battle like the legislative
system. And how you feel like you need to move fast, like if you have
momentum, you need to like keep pushing it to create action. But that's not
sustainable and it's not healthy because it just recreates like what capitalism is
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already trying to do to us. Like run us into the ground, basically. And yeah. So it
was just like a very like unhealthy organizing environment.
Connor outlined 2 challenges in his work: experiencing frustration when folks wanted to
prioritize recycling as a solution, and lack of accountability among leadership to make
changes to reduce the organization’s climate impact.
4.5.4.3 Accountability
Participants shared challenges with holding themselves and others accountable to
doing the work they agreed to do. One participant admitted:
It's harsh to say…A lot of the people I work with don't do their job, and so I have
to do their job, so that's frustrating. …Um a lot of them use this like kind of thing
where they're like, “Oh well, I couldn't do it because like I’ve just been really
occupied, and I’ve been really busy.” But the thing is like, I just like, you can't
keep using that as an excuse and still...like you gotta like eventually pick up the
work and it gets to a point where it's kind of really annoying when you don't do
the work.
This participant continued, “...that's a common thing in our org where [members] want
the recognition, but they don't want to do the work.” Another participant mentioned that
their organization had experienced similar issues of “generally not being held
accountable for what they’re supposed to be doing.”
4.5.4.4 COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic decreased the capacity of several participants’
organizations. One participant’s organization “was dormant for a lot for 2020 and the
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beginning of 2021,” and was just “getting back on [their] feet” at the time of the
interview. Cameron gave more context to an organization’s struggles during the
pandemic. “It really fell apart over the last year, had a lot of financial issues,” they
shared, “and people just like being pulled away because of the pandemic and like lack of
capacity and resources and all that.” Connor tried and failed to get involved with a
campus environmental organization the past 2 years, but he explained that because of
COVID “no one [in the organization] was talking anyway.” Furthermore, Connor
experienced low participation for his programs “because of COVID.” He explained,
“...Like people just don’t show out to things at all compared to what they
did...Everyone’s sort of surviving it with COVID and everything.” Other participants
shared difficulties engaging others in their programs due to the impact of the pandemic.
Some participants’ organizations shifted their organizing to a virtual space during
the pandemic. That brought new challenges, such as personal accountability and feeling
disconnected from people. A participant shared:
And it's really hard to organize over the internet because it doesn't like feel real or
tangible. And like I probably haven't been like as accountable for a lot of the work
that I’ve done this semester as I could have been because it's just like, at least like,
for my brain… It's definitely like Internet organizing is hard. … as we've learned
over the past year - it's so much nicer to like build community in person, rather
than like try to figure out to figure it out virtually.
While some organizations were able to adapt to the pandemic by organizing virtually,
participants did experience significant challenges because of this.
4.5.4.5 Dissolving Organizations
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Sustaining organizations was also a challenge for participants. Two participants
discussed concerns for the longevity or sustainability of their organizations to endure into
the future once they decide to leave the organization. One participant admitted that due to
accountability issues, “there’s reasons for me to quit...” But he remained with the
organization because he cared about Kentucky and because he wanted the organization to
continue.
I don't really want to leave the team where it's at right now, just cuz I want to
make sure that it has longevity. And currently, I can't see it having longevity, so I
don't want to leave until I know that like without me they can still like continue.
And I mean…I don't want to like give up on the state.
Ultimately, some participants decided to leave their organizations, as discussed
earlier in this chapter, or dissolved them altogether. In the case of the Sunrise hub
dissolving, study participants’ reflections on that time suggested that the hub dissolved
when older members left the organization and younger members did not feel equipped to
continue the organization without their leadership. One of those participants reflected:
It just kind of all fell apart because the main people that were leading everything
were like, “I can't do this anymore,” and nobody else wanted to take up the mantle
of having to restructure it because it was all White people. And I definitely like
contributed to that. You know, I’m not like saying I’m trying to like absolve
myself of that. But I also think I was in high school, and there was like adults in
the room and, you know, that doesn't mean I couldn’t have been better or done
better and like contributed more to make that environment safer for the people of
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color that were there, but yeah. Nobody exactly was really like leading by
example, either, if that makes sense.
Another participant was also a younger member when the Sunrise hub ended. “And, like
the bottom tier people, like we were like…juniors in high school, so we, we didn't have
much knowledge on how to run an organization.” he explained, “So we kind of just like
fell apart.”

4.5.5 Money
Some participants shared the challenge of not having enough resources to
implement the work they want to address climate change in Kentucky. One participant
felt frustrated by limiting factors like money. She explained, “I mean, we could be doing
so much if we had all of the money, all of the educational resources and tools onboard…”
Another participant worked in campus sustainability and was challenged by the higher
education market.
Money… sustainability costs money, like in almost every situation. And there's
fiscal sustainability, but like, if we're trying to have an impact on the climate...you
have to spend money in order to reduce your environmental impact, as the system
is built today. So if we can change things at a higher level, then it can become
more doable. But. Like I’ve, you know, done the budget for different solar
installations and we looked at different ways to invest. We only have so much
money that we can invest and a lot less of that can go towards sustainability
efforts because we still need to maintain operations. No point in being sustainable
if we won't be solvent in a couple years so. That's the big barrier. I think. This is
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sort of a new barrier, I guess. I don't want to say it's a barrier but: hesitancy. Like,
sustainability isn’t very marketable. Like you might think it is and like it helps for
in the corporate world but at least in this industry, you know, 16-, 17-year-olds,
yeah, there's this global climate movement, but when you were looking at
colleges I don't know if you were looking specifically for the most sustainable
college that is carbon neutral or has like the earliest goals or has the most solar
panels or something. Most people go and look at the academic programs, the
athletics, what they'd be learning, the general philosophy there, and then the food
in the dorm rooms...But if it's not marketable, it's a lot less of an incentive to do it.
It’s true in the corporate world and it's true in Higher Ed.
This participant explained that he has to take enrollment into consideration when
weighing the benefits of implementing sustainability initiatives. He said that “if we don’t
have students coming to the [campus], then we’re not going to teach them to be more
sustainable” or have control over their on-campus climate impact.
One participant reflected on her time with a national organization. She said, “[The
national organization] never sent us any money, though they had a ton of money.” This
participant explained that they had to fundraise for all their events, which did not make
sense to her.
You should never at any point in a national org like that be asking people for
money…like the organization has money. They're supposed to send it to you, so
you can have events, like that’s the point. They would never send us any money,
and then we would have to do everything on our own. And then I was like, “So
where's this money go?” So they have these fellows that they paid. And the
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fellows would basically get paid their money, get their stipend, and then if there
was anyone else in the chapter that would do the work, they would have them do
the work...So they were having the volunteer people do all the work and, while
they were getting paid and like stipends to live there, they were just like sitting
there watching us do everything.
The issues with money that this participant experienced were related to suspected misuse
of funds and labor exploitation.
4.5.6 Climate Change is a Tough Topic, Especially in Kentucky
Participants expressed that the topic and actual science of climate change is hard,
which posed a barrier to doing this work. Connor explained that when he was growing
up,
[Climate change has] always kind of been, like, I know it's a thing. I knew it was
politically debated and I remember people like denying it a long time ago. It's like
I’m just not an expert in this, I’m not going to engage on the topic. It sounds like a
lot of climate science; that is what college students do. So it wasn't until college
that I really learned about it, read actual articles and stuff about it and made a
decision that I guess at that point, or when it was pretty much agreed that it’s a big
problem.
Climate change was not something Connor felt empowered to get involved in before
college, in part because he perceived climate science as something that “college students
do.” Rob expressed the idea that people often did not know about all of the facets of
climate change – the social and ecological ramifications - “mainly because science is
hard.” Furthermore, Alicia explained that believing in climate change is akin to a kind of
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faith, because in Kentucky, you have to believe in something that you cannot see. “We're
not getting the bulk of it, but I think just geographically speaking, how we sit in
Kentucky…nothing really happens.” Alicia explained, “It's like in the middle of
everything, so. It was like trying to understand how these things are changing, but I’m not
seeing it.”
Several participants repeated experiences with Kentuckians denying that climate
change is real. Alicia said that “people are like denying climate change on the basis that
this is not a new phenomenon.” Rob reflected on his experiences in a Kentucky school
with a classmate who did not believe in climate change: “…sometimes when our religion
teacher asked for prayer requests, I would talk about climate change because it would
piss off of a kid who didn't believe in climate change.”
Other participants explained that a significant challenge to climate organizing in
Kentucky is people’s apathy, for the topic of climate change and for the state. Rob
stopped inviting his Kentucky friends to climate change-related protests because he
perceived that they did not care.
With friends, I think I kind of just like don't invite them to protests. But yeah. It's
not that they probably don't care, it's just they like it – well, in Kentucky – I knew
that eventually they just stopped caring, so I stopped saying stuff.
Cameron contributed Kentuckians’ lack of care to not caring about the state or wanting to
leave the state and exclaimed:
And I want to like tell people about how cool my state is um and like why they
should give a shit about it. Because nobody, yeah, like nobody cares about
Kentucky and everybody wants to leave. Cuz it's just like a shithole of a state.
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As previously discussed, several participants went through a process of wanting to leave
Kentucky and then falling in love with it. Participants like Cameron shifted their
perspective on Kentucky and are now committed to making it a place where other young
people want to stay and care for.
Another participant shared that Kentucky’s history of trauma, political
conservatism, lack of willingness to change, and social inequality was a barrier to her
investing in work in the state long-term.
I honestly do not want to organize Kentucky. I don't want to clean up the
generational and systematic like just trauma that's embedded into this this state,
you know um. But it's, there's gonna be more results because there is nothing
really put in place here, you know. There's, like, this state is, thinks, is based on
fear, you know um...You know, I don't want to say that like conservativism is like
bad and you know kind of put those people against you know me and stuff like
that, but it's really like the decisions they make is because, like, they are scared to
move forward. The world is not keeping up with with with us, you know, or us,
them. It just means more because, like, people need a lot of uplifting here. It's, it
hurts. It really does. Like growing up, like the the opioid crisis, you know,
traveling back from Indianapolis and stuff like that, like, it's just very prevalent.
People don't can't interact with people in the city. They don't get the same stuff,
you know. It's all just like real sad. And maybe you go to like a neighboring state
next to you and they've got everything poppin’, you know, it’s like it, you know
it's very interesting. Like this place really does need a lot of help. People need
help here.
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This relates back to the previous conversation about Kentucky as a sacrifice zone.

4.6

What Sustains Participants’ Work to Address Climate Change
Participants faced significant challenges and barriers in their work to address

climate change in Kentucky. They were also resilient and shared many reasons why they
were still involved in the work and how they sustained their work. Participants shared
specific coping mechanisms that they used to avoid challenges like burnout. They also
shared that friends and peers motivated them to stay involved. Furthermore, participants
shared deeper and more existential reasons to their sustained involvement, including a
sense of responsibility and obligation, wanting to say they tried, desiring a future for
humans, and hope. Table 4.5 summarizes the number of participants that exhibited each
theme.
Table 4.5 What Sustains Participants’ Work to Address Climate Change
Themes
No. of Participants
Coping Mechanisms
7
Friends and Peers
2
Sense of Responsibility
2
At least We are Trying
4
A Future
3
Hope
3
4.6.1 Coping Mechanisms
When faced with challenges and barriers, participants shared a toolbox of coping
mechanisms to pull from to weather difficult times. The first step to addressing personal
or internal challenges in the work is self-awareness and care, including knowing what one
enjoys in the work; setting and maintaining boundaries; and asking for help when
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needed. Connor knew that his strengths in the work were in behind-the-scenes, logistical
tasks. He shared, “I’d probably give up if I was the person who was like out there, trying
to rouse [people] constantly.” Therefore, he did not do that work, which helped him to
sustain the work he does enjoy. Similarly, another participant knew that she did not enjoy
policy work but thrived in hands-on, outdoor, environmental education work. Her
reflection revealed 2 important aspects of self-awareness: knowing what one enjoys in the
work and setting personal boundaries. She said, “...I’ve kind of taken a break at-large
from like some of the advocacy and lobbying that I’ve done in undergrad because, like,
mental health-wise, I haven't had the capacity to do it as much in the past year." She
continued:
I feel like lately, I’ve been thinking more about how I want to continue this work,
but I really want to do it from more of a hands-on, the land perspective. Because I
think that's where I feel most nourished and fulfilled. That's where I feel my gifts
really come alive, in working with people, like educating. That's just like where I
can be most sustainable in the work of sustainability.
She equated feeling fulfilled and nourished in the work to an ability to sustain her
involvement.
Participants shared that even when they did work that they enjoyed, they still had
to set boundaries to maintain their involvement. Alicia shared a story about how saying
“no” to an opportunity created the space in her schedule to accomplish things she wanted,
such as creating art, and have the capacity to do her job well. Participants shared
activities that helped recharge them in their work to address climate change, which
included making art, doing theatre, watching a lighthearted TV show, playing music,
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reading, doing yoga, spending time in nature, and connecting with people in their
community.
Mac explained, “you can’t... help other people unless you're making sure that
you're helping yourself, because otherwise, like, that can just lead to burnout and
exhaustion.” Caring for oneself involved caring for one another, and holding one another
accountable to self-care. “We all care about each other here, so we want to make sure that
we are looking out for each other and ourselves,” Mac shared. Alicia said that can be
challenging, especially when someone had “so much compassion for people” like she did.
When it becomes challenging to take care of oneself, Alicia recommended “reaching out
to your resources and your community and like your friends for help." This
was something Alicia was just starting to realize and take advantage of. Other
participants shared that sometimes, they had to take a break from the work, with the
intention to return, in order to sustain their involvement long-term.
4.6.2 Friends and Peers
Participants shared that friends and peers who were also involved in work to
address climate change helped them stay committed. Connor thought the reason that he
was committed to work that addressed climate change was because during college, he
was surrounded by peers who shared that interest and who followed through in their
commitment. He shared, “I knew [a friend who works in corporate sustainability] from
class and now...I’m like, ‘Wow, this is awesome! You’re doing what we had talked about
in class and actually having an impact!’ Connor explained that seeing peers follow
through in their commitment to the work was like peer pressure for him to stay
committed to the work. He admitted, “...if it was just me, then I’d probably [be] like,
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‘Yeah, I’m not gonna do the whole climate thing or work in sustainability.’ But since I
know other people who are totally committed to do the same thing, it's easy for me to
continue it.”
4.6.3 Sense of Responsibility
Some participants were still involved in addressing climate change because they
felt a sense of responsibility or even obligation to continue. A participant explained his
perspective, which is almost spiritual:
It's like it's definitely bigger than us. Like, it’s where we came from; I guess you
could say it's like our roots. Like we evolved from nature. …[W]e have to take
care of it as well. Seems like we spend more time messing with it, and like
making it work for us than just going out and being present in it.
Alternatively, one participant referenced her social/environmental marginality, and the
underrepresentation of perspectives with her positionality, as the reason she felt an
obligation to continue the work.
I honestly feel like, even if I wanted to quit, I can't quit. Because there's just not a
lot of people with my perspective. Like it, even the people who have literally gone
through directly what I’ve been through don't have the same tools to figure out
what they went through. Like when I think about other people in Appalachia and
how they don't have the tools to talk about like how climate has impacted them
and how I didn't even have those tools until I was 20 in a research university, like
it makes you realize, like, I have a shit ton of privilege and I can't just like not use
it…[and] people kind of completely erased BIPOC from Appalachia...And there's
so many black coal miner stories that just get like wiped away and, like, I’m like,
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who else is going to fight for those people? Like who else has the same kind of
connections that I do?...Some people just don't know that certain people exist, and
so you have to put them in front of you. And even the people that I went to school
with… have like reached out to me and they're like, “You know, I didn't know
you cared this much about coal,” and like, “I didn't know that you knew this much
about coal,” and like, “I didn't know this much about coal and my papaw’s a coal
miner, too,”...Because even people, like I said, who have been through my exact
same experience didn't get the same tools I got along the way…And so, you
know, you just have to.
This participant felt the obligation of telling a traditionally untold story, one that she
thought was important to work to address climate change. She extended that sense of
obligation to others.
Every single person kind of has to be involved, because every single person has
been impacted by climate completely differently, and like has a story to share.
And if you hide your story, then it's like…as much as, you know, it’s your story to
share, if you don't share your story, it can hurt other people because some people
really need to hear it. And that's how they get by and like get passionate and get
involved so. Yeah it almost feels like an obligation, but at the same time it's an
obligation that I know I can step back from and come back into overtime.
4.6.4 At Least We Are Trying
Another reason participants were still involved in the work was because at the end
of the day, they wanted to know that they were trying to address climate change. For one
participant, it was that sense of comfort knowing that she tried. She said, “And I think
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that, like, living more sustainably and trying to educate people about doing the same is
almost like more comforting to me than not doing this work.” Another participant liked to
remind himself that while society needs to fix climate change “relatively quickly,” he
was “not the only person in society.” He rested assured in his personal choices: “I know
that I’ll do everything that I can. But I feel like I’m just, you know, I’ll lead life by my
morals and then it doesn't stress me out a super big amount.”
Rob blended a sense of obligation to continue the work and to continue trying
even if it failed. He shared:
...it's not like you shouldn't do anything to hope to win, you should just do it
because it's right. And so, like, even if we lose, like, even if climate change kills
us all, like I’m not going to stop fighting because it's the right thing to do. And so
I don't know if I necessarily have hope, I think that, like, it comes and goes, but I
think that like the important thing is that I still keep doing the work.
Another participant shared a piece of why they were still involved in the work, and why
they wanted others to get involved, as well.
I want other people to know that, like, if they want to do something about it, they
can, like where they're at, you know. They don't need to, like I don't know, be
organizing rallies or, you know, big events or trips to D.C. or lobbying or any of
those things. They can be making art that is important to them. They can be
having conversations about climate change. Things like that. Even if, you know, I
gues...I think it’s like 9. That's scary. If, even if it, you know, there's irreversible
environmental destruction in 9 years, then like, you can still say that you did
something.
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For some participants, knowing that they tried to address climate change was enough to
keep them engaged in the work.
4.6.5 A Future
Many participants were still involved in this work because they wanted humans to
have a future or to survive, or because they wanted to protect all life. When I asked
Cameron why they were still involved in the work, their immediate response was:
Because it’s my future that's at stake. It's my community’s future at stake. It's my
family's future at stake. And the environment matters. And I think. I think it's
important to know that...I think also like teaching people about mutual aid and
how to take care of each other, despite like what we've been taught, will be
something that’s really important when we do face environmental catastrophe and
stuff.
Towards the end of Cameron’s interview, I asked if there was anything else they wanted
to share. They reflected, “As much as everything sucks, I think it would be nice to have a
future and to have an opportunity to try to change things, at least, like, in my world, if
not, you know, the whole world. So I guess that sort of drives home.”
Connor took a philosophical approach to understanding his motivation to continue
this work when it came to human survival.
[I place] a sentimental value in nature, but that's not the big driving force between
my, my interest in climate change. It could be, you could say it's more of a social
interest. Like I’m more interested in humans just surviving into the future.
Because nature will survive. Like, we're not really - we're destroying nature, I
guess, but we're destroying our concept of nature, the nature that we need to live.
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So humans could be wiped off the face of the earth, but the natural world and
stuff that I liked as a kid will still be there.
Connor presented that his core value was treating fellow humans well.
...I’ve always said, like...you can judge the value of a life based off of how they
interact with other humans. If that's really all we have to go off, like, we're
humans...we have to deal with other humans. So, when looking at climate change
I’m thinking about sustainability, future generations, how can I, how should we
be thinking about the natural world in terms of how it interacts with humans both our impacts on it and then what it’s going to mean for us. … for climate
change, I don’t know. There’s an intrinsic value of humanity...Value of life.
Alicia also maintained that life had a value, human and non-human life. She
was motivated to continue the work because she felt a need to protect life. She
explained:
It's like I need to like protect life, you know? I need to protect, you know, any
potentiality of life, you know. That’s what keeps us going...I come from more of
like a spiritual kind of lens, you know, but...it's like, there is nothing like earth,
you know? And I mean like it's so, um, just so different from from everything and
it's just, like, it's sacred. It really is sacred... You should, we should be protecting
it. You should preach, you know, learning and being fascinated with the things
that that are here and that's why - just protect life…
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4.6.6 Hope
In the face of a trying topic like addressing or surviving the impacts of climate
change, some participants pulled motivation from a sense of hope in science and geologic
time. Megan drew hope from scientific progress in mitigating climate change.
I get really depressed about stuff sometimes but then I look at work that's already
being done for climate. Like how in certain parts of the ocean they've already
found ways to reverse climate damage and like you're like, “Whoa! There’s
hope!” This is like science. I honestly think science is the thing that like gets me
through it, like that’s like my biggest resource is like, look at what scientists are
doing, if you're ever like, “We’re doomed!” Just go- these scientists are working
overtime, baby. They know that we're in trouble, so they are working overtime.
Gabriella and Connor drew hope from science, too, but in the sense of geological time.
Connor admitted that he did not let the urgency of climate change negatively affect him
emotionally or psychologically because, “I know, like, we won’t go extinct in my
lifetime, for sure.” Gabriella was hopeful that some form of life would survive the
impacts of climate change.
I think it is helpful also for me, I take a lot of hope - this is not my quote but - I take
a lot of hope from the concept of geological time. Because I think, I mean, there
were thousands, millions of years before I lived here, and there will be thousands or
millions of years after in a world that may look very different, depending on what
we do with it. But will probably still exist. So, I don't know, that that gives me a lot
of hope.
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4.7

Participants’ Vision for the Future
One of my interview questions was to describe the vision that participants were

working towards. The intent of this question was to better contextualize their goals and
tactics. Participants painted detailed pictures of a diverse future. Rob envisioned a
Kentucky that was known for being environmentally responsible. Megan envisioned a
“climate justice future” that was “nothing but positivity” where everyone had access to
“cool gadgets,” like electric cars and solar panels that help “save the planet.” And
“because we’re not worried that the earth is gonna be gone in 20 years,” society could
address social issues like racial justice. Connor envisioned a world in which a human
population still existed and was living on earth or other planets and had “truly adopted
the principles of sustainability in every form of society,” which would prevent war, world
hunger, famine and disease.
Cameron, Mac, and Alicia articulated visions that enacted one of the potential
end-goals of transformative dissent. They all envisioned humans living in localized
communities based on some form of mutual aid. Mac explained, “The future that I am
working towards is one where our communities are able to rely on each other and help
each other in the many ways that we both know we can and don't know we can.”
Cameron envisioned that alternative families – families that are not determined by
genetic relation – would make up these localized communities of mutual aid and respect
for one another. They also envision that America and its systems no longer existed,
“...and we're trying to create something from scratch that's new and like healthy and,
yeah, just better than what we have now.” Alicia envisioned land-based, localized
communities that relied on mutual aid, skill sharing, and cooperation.
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In the meantime, I draw hope from the young people in this study who are not only
taking action to address climate change and its intersecting social justice issues in
Kentucky and the world, but also are envisioning and creating the infrastructure that our
communities may need to take care of one another in the face of an uncertain and
catastrophic future.
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION
5.1

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to better understand youth climate activism in

Kentucky. It explored how youth defined their climate activism in Kentucky, including
their goals and tactics. This study revealed that participants framed climate change as an
issue that impacts everyone, including the social groups and issues that concern them,
making the work intersectional. Participants identified with a diversity of labels – such as
activist, organizer, educator, and abolitionist – and discussed differences between the
identities “youth” and “young” in the work. The study also explored participants’ SLE
that motivated them to become involved in climate activism. Their SLE included
social/environmental marginality; childhood experiences of play and exploration in
nature; young adulthood experiences of time in nature; witnessing environmental change
or destruction; influential people and media; participation in nature-based, environmental,
or social justice organizations; job opportunities; conferences and gatherings; learning at
work or in organizations; formal education; and connection to place in Kentucky and the
South.
Finally, the study explored what challenges and sustains Kentucky youth
involvement in climate activism. Challenges and barriers included personal health;
navigating young adulthood; gender and racial bias; working as and sustaining
organizations; money; and the topic of climate change itself, especially in Kentucky.
Participants modeled great resilience to these challenges and shared a variety of reasons
they are still involved in the work. These included specific coping mechanisms; being
motivated by friends and peers who are still involved; and ways of thinking about the
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work that involved a sense of responsibility and obligation to continue, a desire to say
they tried, a desire for future generations to survive, and hope. The participants in this
study illustrated a rich picture of youth climate activism in Kentucky.

5.2

Study Contributions
This study contributed to the limited body of literature that focuses specifically on

the SLE of youth, and the SLE of youth involved in climate change. The age of the study
population was unique from most other SLE studies, which allowed this study to capture
some SLE as they were happening. The theoretical frameworks of social/environmental
positionality and political ecology also provided a fresh perspective on SLE studies by
contextualizing participants’ SLE within their social and environmental identities.
Because of this analysis, a new SLE emerged among this study’s participants, which was
a connection to place in Kentucky and the South. This study also underscored Ceaser’s
(2018) results in that participants’ social/environmental marginality served as an SLE
itself. In this study, this SLE is most notable within the analysis of participants’
witnessing environmental destruction and change. The other new SLE that this study
contributes to the literature include young adulthood experiences of time in nature, job
opportunities, and formal education. This study also adds nuance to the common SLE of
participation in nature-based or environmental organizations, adding participation in
social justice organizations, including political campaigns, to that list.
Not only did this study introduce unique SLE to the literature, but the participants’
stories alone are also rich and important to understanding youth (climate) activism and
the changing experiences of youth in the Anthropocene on a global and local scale, such
as in Kentucky. This study provides contributions particularly to the fields of community
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development, environmental education, environmental history, and subfields of sociology
and anthropology, such as Appalachian Studies and race- and gender-based studies.

5.3

Recommendations
5.3.1 Study Improvements
This study could be improved by adopting a more robust and longer-term

recruitment procedure to increase the diversity and number of participants. This change
would require a longer research timeline to conduct, transcribe, and analyze more
interviews and present the findings. Furthermore, the validity and reliability of this study
could be more robust by incorporating processes such as inter-rater reliability.
5.3.2 Future Research
Due to the richness of participants’ responses, there is much potential for further
analysis of the data to answer other research questions. Examples include an analysis of
participants’ climate science formal education experiences, participants’ future vision for
Kentucky and the world, and organization-based analyses. I would like to work with
organizations engaged in work related to youth climate activism to identify how the
findings I revealed through these 7 individuals may help spark conversations and
reflective questions among other organizations and their members. Furthermore, this data
provided details on examples of youth transformational dissent, which is an understudied
aspect of youth activism (O’Brien, et al. 2018). A focused analysis on this study’s
participants’ forms of transformational dissent may also reveal an important contribution
to the literature.
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One surprising trend that emerged from participants’ SLE was that engaging in
climate activism led to an interest in conservation. Due to time constraints and the
objectives of this study, I did not analyze this data in great detail other than as a common
theme. A quick assessment of this trend suggests that for these participants, being
involved in climate change activism was a SLE for taking action to address
conservation.
This study contributes a unique perspective on SLE, as it captured some
participants’ SLE as they were happening. This characteristic highlights the tremendous
opportunity for future SLE studies to be designed as longitudinal studies, which would
allow researchers to track changes in participants’ SLE over time. In the case of this
study, I assume some of the participants’ SLE would become more or less significant
over time and that new SLE would emerge over time. Another more accessible approach
that I could undertake would be to do a comparative analysis of common adult and youth
SLE for commitment to climate change action, incorporating the results of this study.
These analyses may also reveal important generational and developmental differences in
SLE over time.
Furthermore, as briefly discussed in Chapter 1, a limitation of SLE studies is that
they do not seek to capture negative experiences that dissuade participants from engaging
in pro-environmental behavior. Arguably, if SLE studies are to help inform
environmental education and other programs to influence behavior, it would be beneficial
to know what life experiences discourage said behavior. One of the research questions in
this study was to explore what sustains and challenges youth climate activism in
Kentucky, which introduced some discussion of what could be considered a negative
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SLE. Participants also shared several examples of disempowering educational
experiences in elementary and high school, which could also be considered a negative
SLE. Opening the concept of SLE research to include an assessment of negative
experiences would provide valuable insight into why participants abandoned their proenvironmental behaviors or did not begin participating in environmental behaviors until
later in life.
Finally, future studies focused on youth climate activism would benefit from crosscountry comparisons. This type of comparative analysis could help to better understand
place-specific differences and similarities among activists’ experiences and motivations.
Further research on youth climate activism in different parts of the world would provide a
deeper understanding of youth activism in general, and youth climate activism
specifically.

5.4

Study Implications
The results of this study present several opportunities for application. First and

foremost, I look forward to sharing the results with the organizations and participants
who contributed to the research. The results provide insight into the assets and challenges
of the different organizations. For example, this study reveals that certain organizational
events have effectively motivated study participants to get involved in climate activism,
while some organizations have presented significant challenges and barriers to doing the
work. These results can contribute valuable information to organizations and guide
further program evaluation or organizational assessment.
Secondly, the SLE that participants shared reveal several examples of activities,
programs, and general experiences that program providers and educators may be
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interested in continuing or exploring for their young audiences. For example, this study
suggests that second-hand witnessing of climate change impacts through study abroad,
volunteering, environmental justice tours, and storytelling can be a motivational tool to
inspire climate activism. This study also underscores the importance of incorporating
diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in organizations to recruit, empower, and
sustain a diversity of people. Additionally, the challenges and barriers that participants
shared in this study highlighted potential areas for collaborative professional
development opportunities in areas like human resources, starting and managing
organizations, and capacity building.
Finally, this study illustrates what one can learn when they center youth voices
and listen. The participants in this study are working to build a better Kentucky and
world. They know what they want, they are working in their communities to achieve it,
and they are creating frameworks for living more equitably in community with one
another right now and in the future. I am filled with deep gratitude for their work and for
the opportunity to share their stories. I hope this study inspires other young people to get
involved in climate activism and for adults to become allies or accomplices in their work,
or at the very least, get out of their way.
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APPENDIX 1. INTERVIEW RECRUITMENT LETTER
Jeri K. Howell
University of Kentucky
Department of Community and Leadership Development
Lexington, KY
jeri.howell@uky.edu
She/Her/Hers
23 September 2021
Dear potential interviewee:
You are receiving this invitation because you are taking unique action in Kentucky to
address climate change. For that, thank you.
I’m Jeri K. Howell, a Graduate Student in Community and Leadership Development at
the University of Kentucky. I am inviting you to take part in a Zoom (online video)
interview about your life experiences that have motivated you to act to address climate
change, in Kentucky specifically. These interviews are being conducted for research
purposes. Your responses may help us understand more about young people’s
involvement in addressing climate change and the motivations behind their actions.
I would be honored to interview you about the life experiences that have motivated you
to act on climate change. You must be between the ages of 18 and 24 to be eligible to
participate. The interview would take place one-on-one via Zoom at a date and time
convenient for both of us and would last approximately 1 to 2 hours. The information that
you share with me will be anonymized to ensure your privacy and confidentiality.
If you are interested in being interviewed, or have questions, please email me at
jeri.howell@uky.edu.
I also invite you to forward this invitation letter to other young people (age 18-24) in
Kentucky taking action to address climate change, who you think would be interested in
being included in the study.
Thank you so much for considering my invitation!
Kind wishes,
Jeri K. Howell
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APPENDIX 2. INFORMED CONSENT LETTER
Dear Interview Participant:
I, Jeri K. Howell, am a Graduate Student in Community and Leadership Development at
the University of Kentucky. I am inviting you to take part in a Zoom (online video)
interview about your life experiences that have motivated you to act to address climate
change, in Kentucky specifically.
Although you may not gain personal benefit from taking part in this research study, your
responses may help us understand more about young people’s involvement in addressing
climate change and the motivations behind their actions. Some volunteers experience
satisfaction from knowing they have contributed to research that may possibly benefit
others in the future.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be one of up to 20 young people in
Kentucky who will be interviewed. The interview will take approximately 1 to 2 hours to
complete. I will ask you about your experiences taking action to address climate change,
what has motivated you to act, and what has helped to sustain your actions.
With your permission, the Zoom interview will be recorded. As soon as the interview has
been transcribed, the audio and video files will be destroyed. To ensure your privacy and
confidentiality, identifying information, including your name, will be removed from the
transcripts and notes. This research data will be stored on my University of Kentucky
password protected cloud storage and my password protected computer.
The data from all the interviews will be combined and coded for broad themes. Any
published or presented results from the interviews will be reported as these broad themes
and illustrated using specific, de-identified quotes. All attempts will be made to preserve
confidentiality throughout the research study and reporting.
De-identified information collected during this study may be used for future research or
shared with other researchers without your additional informed consent.
We will make every effort to safeguard your data, but as with anything online, we cannot
guarantee the security of data obtained via the Internet. Third-party applications used in
this study may have Terms of Service and Privacy policies outside of the control of the
University of Kentucky.
We will keep confidential all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your
information to other people. For example, the law may require us to show your
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information to a court or tell authorities if you pose a danger to yourself or someone else.
Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to people who need
to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from such
organizations as the University of Kentucky.
This interview is completely voluntary. There is some risk that discussing your life
experiences, including potentially negative and emotional ones, as well as the topic of
climate change, may cause you to experience emotional distress. Although, this is likely
no more than what is experienced in everyday life. If you choose to participate, you are
free to skip any questions or stop at any time. You will not be penalized in any way for
skipping or stopping the interview. If you do not want to be interviewed, there are no
other choices except not to take part in the study.
If you have questions about the study, please feel free to ask. My email address is
jeri.howell@uky.edu, and my phone number is XXX-XXX-XXXX. Also, Dr. Brad Olson is
advising me throughout this research study. You may contact him via email at
brad.olson@uky.edu or phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX.
If you have complaints, suggestions, or questions about your rights as a research
volunteer, contact the staff in the University of Kentucky Office of Research Integrity at
859-257-9428 or toll-free at 1-866-400-9428.
Thank you in advance for considering volunteering for this important project. By
continuing with the interview, you indicate your consent to participate in this research
study. Would you like to continue? If so, may I record the interview for transcription
purposes?
Sincerely,
Jeri K. Howell
Community and Leadership Development, University of Kentucky

191

APPENDIX 3. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Thanks, again, for doing this. Before we start talking about climate change, let’s get to
know one another briefly. I’m interested in ensuring a diversity of voices in this study, so
some of these questions also help understand if I’m doing that.
• First off, I want to respect your identity and realize it is easy to make assumptions
about someone’s gender and racial or ethnic identity. My personal pronouns are
she/her/hers, and I identify as white/European decent. What about you?
• Tell me a little bit about your background and where you’re from. Did you grow
up around here?
• Are there any other aspects of your identity that you’d like to share with me?
You reached out to me with interest in being interviewed as someone who takes action to
address climate change. In this section of the interview, I want to ask you some questions
about your own personal experiences.
Tell me about your work on climate change, and what your role is.
• How old are you now? When did you first get involved in addressing climate
change?
• Tell me about one of the first times when you realized you cared deeply about the
environment. Set the stage for me: about how old were you, what happened, why
was this experience so powerful? What did you learn about yourself and your
values? Where did those values come from?
• Did you start to take action to address environmental problems before you started
to take action to address climate change? If yes, what environmental problems
were you first passionate about? Tell me the story about the first time you found
the courage to act on your beliefs and values. What happened? What was that
like?
• Describe one of your early experiences when you realized you cared deeply about
climate change. How old were you? What did you learn about climate change?
Who taught you? How did it make you feel? Why was it so important to you?
• When did you first choose, or find the courage, to start acting on climate change?
Tell me that story.
How did you get involved in the work you’re doing today?
• As you got involved in climate change work, what have been your specific
roles?
• What work has most excited you, that you’ve been directly part of? Why was this
so exciting?
• Have there ever been moments that you have wanted to give up (or have taken a
break from the work)? Tell me about that moment, or those moments, that stand
out in your mind. What happened? How did you move through those feelings and
experiences? What did you decide to do and why?
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•
•
•
•
•

What work to address climate change have you been involved in that hasn’t felt as
meaningful? Why is that?
What, if anything, does it mean to be rooted in KY when you think of your story
of climate work?
Have other passions or people around you been important in inspiring,
motivating, or supporting your involvement in climate work, other than what you
mentioned before? If so, in what ways?
Finally, why are you still involved today? How do you continuously find the
courage/inspiration to act on climate change when others turn away from it?
Speaking of which, do you talk about this work with your friends and family? If
so, how do you talk about it? How do your friends and family respond?

Now I want to ask you a few questions about how you define yourself in the context of
this broader climate movement.
As you know, people come at this work from a wide diversity of perspectives and
backgrounds, and some people choose to call themselves activists, or climate activists.
• Do you consider yourself an activist? Why or why not?
• Some people define themselves as an activist in some spaces but not others. Do
you do that? If so, what are those spaces for you? Where do you avoid using this
language? What do you say instead?
People who work to address climate change also have different motivations, as you
know. Some are more motivated by protecting biodiversity and conservation work, while
others are more motivated by the social justice work.
• Where do you see yourself on that continuum? Are you more aligned with folks
working in social justice, or conservation? Why? And if this question doesn’t fit
with the way that you think about yourself, that’s okay, as well! There are no right
or wrong answers here. I just want to know how you make sense of things.
There is a huge group of young people across the world working to address climate
change, creating a growing global movement for climate justice.
• How do you see yourself in relation to the global youth climate activism or
climate justice movement? Why?
Describe the future that you’re working towards, with your action on climate change.
What’s your vision?
Is there anything else that hasn't come up yet in our conversation that you would like to
add, or any questions you have for me about this project?
Thank you so much for participating in this study and sharing your story with me! Do
you know of other young people (age 18-24) in Kentucky taking action to address climate
change, who you think would be interested in being included in the study? If so, could
you please forward them the letter you first received that invited you to participate? I am
happy to send you another copy to share, if needed.
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